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Abstract
The memoir, This is What I Know, considers the relationship between the 
narrator and her mother. It uses the lives of the dead to shed light on the lives o f the 
living. The narrative is further complicated by the women’s status as members o f a 
minister’s family and by the family’s code of silence. The mother’s life is used as a 
frame for the ten days prior to her death. The narrator uses memoir form to address 
issues of how the lives of the dead become myth and the ethical issues inherent in 
telling the stories o f others. The memoir considers how untold histories, myth and 
memory combine to create an acceptable view of the present.
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Sunday, 27 November 1994, 11:01 AM
How do I write my mother’s death? How do I give it words? What does it 
mean that it is a death she chose? How do I make clear the pain? How do I admit the 
relief o f it, the disbelief that followed?
What if I say that I loved my mother, that she believed because she did not beat us 
and drank rarely, she was a good parent? What if I say it wasn’t enough? What if  I tell 
you that her, illness her process o f dying seems almost unforgivable? What if I tell you 
that in the end she took care o f us one last time? What if  I say that she sat next to Lita at 
the beginning of Communion that Sunday?
“Lita, you have to come.”
“Let me take Communion.”
What if  I say she knew how close she was? What if I tell you she journeyed 
across town because she knew that we still had not learned to be enough for each other?
“Lita,” she said, as Lita approached the priest. “There isn’t much time.”
What if I say that Lita had an obligation to take Communion, and my mother 
asked her to reject it?
“Lita, come now.”
Lita took the wine. “All right Barb, I’m coming.”
What if I tell you my mother rushed her through the lights, wanted her to pass 
cars? What if  I tell you Lita arrived at two til noon?
1
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What if I tell you, if I had one wish for my mother it would be that she would 
have thought herself immortal in her youth? She would have gone to Georgetown, 
become an ambassador, never returned to Colorado, never have seen the cornfields of 
Indiana. But then it is too hard to wish myself away. What if  I say, I loved my mother?
What if I say that on the thirteenth of November, Mardell came to my mother and 
told her they’d be together in two weeks?
What if I say nothing and choose instead to stand next to my mother’s hospital 
bed, across from my father who holds the hand she cannot feel and runs his fingers across 
her face? Gram stands at the end o f the bed, Jenifer between us. I hold my mother’s other 
hand, then give it to Jen, because I think I cannot be so selfish as to not allow my sister 
my mother’s hand. Her breath comes now in fifteen-second intervals. I lay my hands on 
her chest. Lita walks in, stands next to the wall. Each of us in turn tells Mom it is all right 
to go. And her breath comes, and thirty seconds pass before she inhales again. When she 
lets the air go, the church bells across the road ring, and my mother does not breathe 
again.
I have laid my hands on my dying mother’s chest. To write her death is, finally, to 
lay her to rest. I have laid my hands on my dying mother’s chest, while Jenifer held the 
hand that she could feel, and Dad held the one that her body had abandoned. I have laid 
my hands on my dying mother’s chest and waited for her last breath to come. I have. And 
I have prayed for each breath to be renewed with another. I have prayed for each breath 
to be her last. I have not let her go.
2
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3Thursday, 17 November 1994, Indiana
When I was sixteen, my mother began retching. Her body’s full out rebellion 
against food and stomach acid took me from sleep to waking. The clock changed its red 
numbers from 11:59 to midnight, and I tensed my stomach, waiting. My father’s 
comforting words, the ones that should have encouraged her to empty her stomach, and 
to calm the sobs that came with each upsurge, did not come. I repeated them in my head 
for him, “Crying only makes it worse,” but I did not hear him saying these things through 
the wall that separated their room from my own.
I waited, thinking he had gone for the shot o f Imitrex, that perhaps she still had 
the migraine she had complained of earlier in the night. But I knew there had already 
been a shot; she took it at the onset. She would not be allowed another for hours now. I 
listened, but my ears did not find him crouching next to her or murmuring in a voice he 
thought I did not hear.
Mom had suffered migraines before; I heard my mother, unable to contain her 
agony, cry out between dry heaves. Always the accompaniment, the harmony to her 
harsh melody, had been my father’s voice. That night she sang only half a song.
I lifted myself from my bed, climbed over the piles o f wet towels and homework, 
barely missing tripping on the phone cord. I yanked the door open to confront him, to 
question his idiocy in not helping Mom, to tell him exactly what kind o f man would leave
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
her alone in her pain. In that moment I forgave him nothing. Yet, I had no reason to 
judge; he had always taken care o f her in sickness. He had never failed her.
Dad’s hand slipped from the doorknob when I pulled from the other side. I 
expected his anger, though he did not know, just moments before, that I had questioned 
his devotion to my mother. Instead, I found his eyes vacant except for fear. I took a step 
backward; I’d never before seen my father afraid.
Dad smelled o f the shower he had been taking when I ’d fallen asleep, and wore 
black slacks underneath his bathrobe. He was still not a large man, though his stomach 
had begun to bulge. His hair had only become noticeably grey in the few months since 
his forty-sixth birthday. “I’ve called an ambulance, get your mother’s meds,” he said. He 
must have seen the anger on my face turn to fear of my own. I’d inherited his thick hair, 
though mine was Mom’s dark brown, not his black. It hung four inches past my 
shoulders. I held it away from my face with my left hand. He pointed behind him, down 
the hallway, past the guest room and the bathroom toward the living room and kitchen.
I nodded but did not move.
He moved towards my mother, opening their bedroom door only long enough for 
me to see her curled on the floor. Five feet, ten inches tall, a ball between the bed and the 
dresser, her head came only to the second drawer, the drawer that hit her mid-calf 
standing. Had she been well and standing she would have reached out, and when the door 
closed, perhaps she would have run her hands through his hair, cut that week short and
4
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wavy the way she liked it. She was not well though, and did not acknowledge my father. 
Dad closed the door. This moment was not for me.
I left them to each other. Letting go of my hair, I walked through the living room 
to the kitchen. Mom got migraines. Dad gave her shots o f Imitrex. When the shots didn’t 
work, he came to my door and told me he was taking her to the emergency room. That 
was how the migraines worked. When Jen and I were little, and there was no Imitrex, he 
called a sitter. My parents went to the hospital; they came home. Mom slept off the 
Demerol.
I wanted to know what this was, what this change meant. I repeated my father’s 
words to myself. “Ambulance. Meds,” I whispered as I reached above the sink for M om’s 
antibiotic. “Ambulance. Meds,” I said, but found no answers. The doctor had waited 
before she prescribed the medication I held in my hand. I repeated Mom’s words, “Can't 
knock it myself. Ambulance. Meds.” I repeated and repeated until I did not remember 
the words anymore, only the rhythm they made. Shaking my head, I reached into the 
second drawer next to the stove and pulled out a quart-sized sealable bag. This was good, 
I thought, this being organized, this putting the bottles together in a bag. This was 
something my sister, Jenifer, would do, I thought, if  Jenifer had been home and not away 
at college. I sealed the bag; though, there was only one bottle in it. “Ambulance. Meds. 
Knock it myself.”
The solid oak kitchen table stood in the kitchen alcove surrounded by windows 
that looked out on the untilled garden, on the tomatoes my mother had planted ten
5
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months earlier. Mom was proud of that table. It was the first brand new table she had 
ever owned. She had purchased it three years earlier, when we arrived in Indiana. Until 
the piano had come, used, the table had held a place o f honor in the dining room. For 
Mom the piano brought more pleasure, more freedom o f self. She had given it the table’s 
place. I did not choose to sit at the piano, did not try to find comfort in it. Instead, I stood 
at the table and looked at the phone book it held, opened to ambulances, one number 
carefully circled. My father's illegible scribbling marked the page. The ink had not yet 
dried.
Dad’s request that I get the meds, had been forced, practiced. His words that 
night were perfectly punctuated play dialogue. His every move hit the marks he had run 
through his head thousands o f times before. He had practiced this night for their whole 
marriage. He had known for twenty-one years that he would eventually have to call an 
ambulance for her. This night, however, had little to do with the planned one. The one he 
had run through his head, the first time at twenty-four, always assumed a significant 
amount o f warning. Her kidneys would begin to fail. Her skin would turn yellow; she 
would no longer be able to get out of bed; she would not urinate; the ambulance would be 
called only when she needed hospital pain killers, and then, only if she asked.
In the three years we had lived away from a 911 system, neither my father nor my 
mother ever posted the emergency medical number next to the phone. In those three 
years, no one had ever considered the possibility of calling out for help. Did we believe 
that by not posting the number by the phone incredible grief would not come upon us?
6
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Did we believe that in our denial, mourning would pass over our house? Did we think 
we were saving ourselves, or were we so sure, that as a minister and his family, we had 
become immune to the events of fate, o f story, o f myth?
My father did not open my parents’ bedroom door after sending me for Mom’s 
medications. I knew, as he did, that she kept her regular medications in the master 
bathroom. I considered and doubted her husband’s desire for me to enter their room. The 
thought o f resuming an interlude with my mother full o f pain ate through my chest, even 
as I finally moved my body toward her. Dad cut me off at the hallway, quickly throwing 
three bottles into my hands.
The blood pressure medication that made it impossible for her to race my father, 
Jenifer and I through parking lots, that made it hard for her to lose weight, that kept her 
blood pressure low enough, were full. The anti-rejection drug nauseated her but allowed 
her to keep her transplanted kidney was almost empty, gone. The bottle o f Maalox that 
helped with the twenty years o f nausea felt half full. Dad had not handed me the 
prednisone. I knew about the prednisone. The prednisone was what made her face puffy, 
made her skin thin, made it impossible for me to thumb wrestle with her for fear that her 
skin would break and the doctors would have to do a skin graft. I took the bottles and 
placed them in the bag.
“Tell me when the ambulance gets here,” Dad said and left me alone with my 
mother’s medications, the drugs that kept her alive.
7
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
I opened the front door into the clear night and felt the blast o f humid air when I 
swung the screen. I latched it wide believing this would quicken the response o f the 
ambulance. The neighborhood was dark and silent except for the buzz o f late season 
bugs. I took my place on the patio, watched the sky, and waited.
Two blocks away a man I had not met and would not meet again loaded himself, 
his flashlight and his volunteer fireman gear into his truck before he drove the two blocks 
between his house and ours. He hurried down the poorly lit streets, turned down the 
unmarked road, and parked his red Ford truck in front o f the parsonage.
The man in a red Ford truck came first to our call. I said hello, said welcome. My 
mother had insisted that we be polite daughters, that we never let anyone know what 
anger or hardship had struck our home. To this list I added catastrophe and spoke as 
though my mother was not ill just yards from me.
The dog barked, loud sounds, ones I knew to be warnings. The man, in his black 
slacks and sweatshirt took a step back.
“She’s crated,” I stood up and moved into the house. He followed me with sure
steps.
“Second door on the left,” I pointed this man toward my parents’ bedroom.
“Tony Alonzo,” my father stuck out his hand.
The man responded with his own name, “I live up the street. Heard the call,” he 
dropped Dad’s hand. “I’m not on tonight, but I recognized the name.”
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.




I watched the man’s back as he leaned down toward and blocked my view o f my 
mother’s feet.
“Barbara?” he said, introducing himself to her, and I was glad he cared enough to 
tell her who he was before he began touching her.
I listened as my father murmured the facts I had always known: migraine, kidney 
transplant twice, the list o f medications, high blood pressure, and mother o f two. I leaned 
my head against the wall, unsure o f my back’s ability to keep me standing. I waited, 
wanted to make sure o f what my father said, to make sure this was a migraine.
At sixteen, there were places I belonged and places I did not. I wanted this to be 
both, and I wanted to be sent back to bed, to be told I did not need the knowledge that 
standing and wakeful I would gain. I moved myself to the back of the couch, sat on it 
precisely where my mother told me not to, and thought that this was it, this was what we 
had always waited for, and then I thought that since I had thought the thought it would 
not come true.
My mother tried to wrestle herself out of her ball long enough to make eye 
contact with the man but quickly gave up. She completely gave herself to being cared for
9
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by this stranger. My mother, who rarely allowed herself to be cared for, even by my 
father, accepted this man’s aid, let him practice his vocation.
I wanted to go to her like I had when I was a child and had had a nightmare. I 
wanted her to tell me that none of that nights events were real. She could not comfort me. 
Though I understood why, I still wanted her comfort.
I wondered if I would have to go to school the next day, and if I did not if  that 
would preclude me from the debate meet that would debut the most failing case o f the 
season. I wondered if my father would let me sleep in the next morning, or if  he would 
insist I take the English exam scheduled for the next day. I wondered if I had the power 
to stop whatever was happening in my mother’s body. I determined again and again that 
my mother’s body simply had a migraine so bad that my father, whose back had once 
been twisted so severely that he had to learn to walk again, could not bear enough of her 
weight to get her to the car. I reasoned that nothing could be very wrong.
The man from the red Ford truck stepped onto the patio, alone, and spoke to his 
walkie talkie, “Elderly white female, emaciated, debilitating headache, probable stroke” 
words that did not make sense to me. My mother, forty-two, was not elderly. What was 
this man saying? Did he in his fifties have mistaken my mother for an elderly woman? I 
thought him less than worthy of access to my mother, even though he had explained that 
this night was not his duty night, he had come because he recognized the name, because 
we were neighbors, because neighbors came in a time of need. But for me, at sixteen, this 
was not a time of need. I thrust the plastic bag at him.
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“Prednisone, too. I can’t find the prednisone,” I was sure that I would not need 
to find the prednisone if this man would quit using words like stroke and distress. But 
there was not enough power in me to stop him from saying what he knew.
The ambulance came up the street with no siren, no lights. The man signaled it 
into the driveway, backwards, so that the double doors sat closer to our front door. The 
driver pulled in slowly.
I needed something to do. My mother’s mania in doing when things went wrong 
had never before visited me. I had always simply sat, watched her and followed her 
orders. There was no mother to watch. So, I walked to the kitchen and picked up my 
father’s car keys and went to start the car. It started easily enough, and I went back 
through the door to the house but did not open the garage door. I did not want the 
ambulance driver to enter through the garage. I did not want him to know that I had failed 
to do the laundry my mother had asked me to finish days before.
The men brought a stretcher into the house with them. As they walked past me, I 
thought that I should thank them later for bringing such a new appliance with them, for 
making sure that it was clean, for keeping it from squeaking, for making it as comfortable 
as it was be for my mother. I would have to tell them, later, how much I appreciated 
them. I wonder what they thought as they walked past me. They must have considered 
how they would maneuver the stretcher around the house’s ninety-degree angles, how 
they would have to work together to get her down the steps to the porch. When their eyes 
fell through the open doorway to my room, they must have wondered how I got from my
11
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bed to my door. Or they only thought about the facts they had, only wondered what 
they would find when they finally came upon my mother.
They put Mom on that sleek, almost unused stretcher. It held her body like it 
might a stick. She tried to find comfort in it. Tried to find herself a home in the pillows 
and blankets that men she did not know had put around her. I am sure her pain was so 
great that she did not notice that she no longer wore her nightclothes. Her pain was so 
great that perhaps she had removed her own nightclothes.
When the men took her past me, I watched her eyes, but she did not focus on me 
long enough to bring me comfort, did not instruct me. My eyes fell to her face, and I 
knew why the man had called her elderly. In the six hours since I had seen her last, she 
had gained the face o f ninety-year-old women. If the body on the stretcher had been only 
an old woman, it would have made eye contact with me. On seeing my face, the body 
would have tried to comfort me. The body seemed smaller than my mother’s had when 
she had said good night to me. The body had become so exhausted that it would not give 
me the image o f a living woman. I did not see my mother in it.
My pain, contained in my refusal to use my vocal chords, churned my stomach, 
and knocked me back, too far from her to comfort her. I did not run to her. I did not 
follow the men out. I did not ask them to care for her well. I did not kiss her check or rub 
her arm or grasp her hand. I did not because I did not know how. I took a step back and 
refused to see her, believed for a moment that this was only a dream. I fell into the 
inevitable and tried to control it as though it were fiction.
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In that moment, when total strangers removed my mother from her house, when 
they took her from the place she vehemently called home, I gave her over to them 
willingly. I gave her, not because I believed they could help, but because I did not 
recognize her, because I saw that in this night she would not comfort me, because I 
resented her importance over mine. I did not know how else to feel. I did not know how 
else to react. And when it came time to blame, I blamed my choice o f actions and of 
thoughts for my mother’s illness. I needed it to strengthen my connection to the events of 
that night. In that night, however, I did not have enough experience to act in any other 
way. For my part in those events to have been different, I would have had to have had a 
different past, to have grown up in a different household, to have had a different 
understanding of what two kidney transplants and high blood pressure meant for my 
mother.
“What in the hell do you think you’re doing? Are you trying to kill us all?” Dad 
didn’t yell, but I did not know what the anger in his voice was until I followed him into 
the garage and took a breath of carbon monoxide. The car was still running. He hit the 
button for the garage door, and while the ambulance sat, and the men in it prepared Mom 
for the drive, my father began digging in coffee cans that held miscellaneous nails, nuts 
and picture hangers. He pulled open his tackle box, taking two tries before he was able to 
get it to unlatch. His hands shaking, he pulled open his toolbox, a ton of red metal he’d 
once made his living as a mechanic with, and pulled out a package o f Vantage Regulars. 
The two cigarettes left in the pack must have traveled with us from Indiana three years
13
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before. The lighter was easier to come by; it still sat on his workbench, even though 
Mom had tried to remove all temptation from the house just a few weeks before. He lit 
the cigarette and began another decade o f smoking.
“Get in the car.”
Through the windshield, I watched him inhale four times.
My father drove five miles an hour under the speed limit, and that, when I asked 
him why, he said that there was no use in creating an even larger emergency. But even at 
the fifty-five miles an hour marked on road signs, the drive took twenty-five minutes. I 
did not understand him, wished I had started and brought my own car, so Mom would not 
be alone for too long in the Deaconess Hospital Emergency Room.
Ambulances never seem to arrive before families. They take their time, even with 
their flashing lights and constant sirens that call out for free passage through the night 
and through the day. Even at that day’s one or two a.m., even though there was only one 
road into town, when my father and I arrived, Mom still had not come. I did not 
understand. In the books I’d read family never arrived before the victims. There were 
always answers when they walked through the doors marked “emergency.” We had not 
passed the ambulance. I wondered how it gotten behind us.
“I have to give them a medical history. Go sit down,” Dad said. In control now, 
the hospital a place he was familiar with both as a pulpit minister and as Hospice clergy, 
he knew the role o f minister well. I needed a father. In the six years since his ordination 
he had learned the role o f minister, a different role than the one I needed him to play.
14
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I took the seat next to my father, at the admittance counter, and his words jolted 
me into quiet submission, “This is none o f your business,” he said. “Go sit over there.”
And I did go sit over there, picked up and put down magazines, and tried hard not 
to stare at the people around me. I wanted to look at them, to look into them, to know 
what they were thinking. Mom’s voice echoed in my head, told me not to stare, told me 
to act like a lady. The men and women who sat across from me watched me as well. I 
wondered if they realized that my mother, a singular strength in my world, could not hold 
me when I needed her most. Did they realize that the man sitting at the admitting counter, 
the one insisting that we were not uninsured, but, self-insured, had no idea how to 
comfort me and so did not make it his responsibility to do so?
In those moments, as Dad and I waited for the ambulance to arrive, separate 
entities, we did not connect ourselves to one another. We did not know how to be one; 
creating that oneness, that familiarity had been my mother’s job.
I sat, and each time I heard the ambulance entrance doors open, I turned to see if  I 
could tell who they had brought in through the small window in the door. My father came 
and sat across from me. I wanted to comfort him, to tell him it would be all right. And it 
would be all right, I was sure. This was just a migraine, severe. Perhaps he wanted to tell 
me the same. He needed to control the situation though. As a minister, it was in his job 
description to come and control exactly the same people we had become. He had trained 
to take care o f those who waited for news. He talked with them, helped them to 
understand and to accept what news the doctors brought. He prayed with them, and
15
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helped them to find comfort in God regardless o f the news. We couldn’t lose control 
since he was the man that we would call to come to help us regain control. My family had 
no one who played the role of minister to us. We controlled nothing.
My father and I were learning what it meant that Mom had never been able to 
control anything. I was learning what it meant to want to control everything.
They brought Mom through the door, put her into emergency room number six. 
The nurses struggled her body, now so full of pain that she did not have the strength to 
will it back into a ball, into a hospital gown, but did not give her painkillers. She was sure 
she had a migraine and knew that she only needed a shot of Demerol.
Instead they filled her with medication to bring down her blood pressure, to keep 
her kidneys functioning, and surrounded her with warm blankets to help keep her body 
out of shock. They monitored her heart, watched how her body moved involuntarily.
When she asked to see us, they let us in. If  it had been my father who they had 
brought in by ambulance, she would not have let me go in to see him. She would not 
have allowed my eyes to fall on his pain until she had determined how much o f it I was 
capable of handling, until the doctors had made him as unaware as possible. But, Dad, 
either because o f his own shock, or because he had always listened to her rulings when it 
came to me, took me with him into that sliding glass-doored room. I knew my mother’s 
rules and thought that he did not.
“Rachael,” her voice not the expected whisper, but strong. “Rachael, it hurts. So 
bad.” She called to me and not to her husband. She thought that I could alleviate her pain,
16
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and he could not, I didn’t know. But, she said to me, “Rachael. Rachael, it hurts, so 
bad.” And I took her hand like she had taken mine after a tonsillectomy ten months 
before, and let her hold it. I let her squeeze to help her pain, while I looked into her face, 
trying to find the woman I had known earlier in the night. In spite o f more than twenty 
years o f prednisone, Mom’s face had become drawn. The skin, the color o f bleach 
straight out o f the container, lay directly on her cheekbones. Her hands, always bony, 
took on the look o f unalleviated age, as the bunching at her knuckles seemed to spread 
from fingertips to wrists.
They had covered her legs. She appreciated that. As a little girl, I’d thought that 
she had lady’s legs—legs that I would get when I got to be a lady, too. Legs mutilated by 
skin grafts, and scarred from multiple run-ins with objects not sharp enough to split my 
skin, but which broke hers into bleeding masses. I saw beauty in them even as she told 
me that I didn’t want to grow up with ugly legs, and always changing from shorts into 
pants before going outside to the garden. Her stomach, only slightly overweight, seemed 
to have gained all the pounds her face had given up and protruded just a little from 
beneath the blankets. On the other side, her hand showed signs o f new torture, and I 
knew from the bruising that the IV line had taken at least four tries.
At sixteen, I fought all o f the knowledge my mother had to impart. Her weakness 
told me that I could not help her. I could not take her pain away. As I realized what I 
knew and held onto her hand over the bars o f the hospital bed, I went down to my knees. 
It could have been a prayer, if  not for the translucence o f my face. Dad took her hand
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from mine, putting his own in its place, his large and pudgy, not like her thin ones, not 
like mine. A woman pulled me up and put me in a chair, bending my unwilling head 
between my knees, and ignoring my father’s demands that they take me out.
“Where is Rachael?” She asked him from below the line that measured her 
vitality, her voice louder than the blood pressure monitor set to repeat every three 
minutes, her breath moving the oxygen line only slightly. “Rachael?” she said.
“I’m right here, Mom,” I said grabbing her foot through the blankets.
“Rachael, make them give me something for the pain,” she said.
I wished I knew where to get her something for the pain. Wished I had the power 
to move the nurses and doctors to help her, and wanted to believe that they would do 
what she wanted. She knew her body. How could they be right, and they be wrong?
“Barb you’ve got to wait for the CAT Scan,” Dad said. “They cannot give you 
anything until they know what’s wrong.”
She pushed him away.
“Rachael, it hurts so bad.”
“I know, Mom.” And I didn’t understand why he, her husband, did nothing for 
her. Or why she thought I could, when he could not.
They took Mom for the CAT. Wheeled her down narrow hallways without either 
Dad or me to comfort her. They must have removed her from that gumey into the 
confines o f the machine. They asked her to hold still before they pumped dye through her 
IV line. She must have been terrified alone in a tube, the taste o f the dye permeating her
18
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
mouth, in such pain that she did not move, in such pain that the tech’s request for her 
stillness must have seemed impossible to obey. The sound, a loud hum, punctuated by 
metal stopping at each end, must have made the headache worse, made her stomach want 
to empty itself again. Through sheer willpower, through fear o f the sharp ache that 
vomiting brought her, she must have not emptied the acid from the walls o f her stomach.
They read the scan while she rested in emergency room number six. They left her 
there, alone, among the four glass walls, facing the sliding glass door, she the only 
unsanitized thing in the room. Alone, she rested. Can I call it rest—that fear, that pain, 
that loneliness without us next to her? First the radiologist, then the emergency room 
doctor, and finally the nurses as they pumped opiates into her pain, read and understood 
the scan.
The doctor came to us, my father and I. Dad glanced at me, trying to figure if he 
should let me hear what the young man had to say.
“I should talk to both of you,” the doctor saved my father from having to make 
the choice. Two people unable to communicate with each other listened as he detailed for 
us the bleed in my mother’s head.
Her veins had opened up on the left side, where verbal communication and 
historical information are stored. The Imetrex, for the migraine she thought she had, had 
opened the bleed further. They would not know for at least twenty-four hours how severe 
the damage from the stroke would be. But, he said, “People often recover.” We should 
keep hope.
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“You look like my friend Monte will in another ten years or so,” I said.
“Oh?” He took a step back, surprised.
“It’s odd,” This was my way of keeping the hope—telling him what I ’d been 
thinking when he explained what had happened to my mother. “Monte’s studying to be a 
mortician.” I ignored my father’s glare.
“Should I call her other daughter?” Dad asked. Even though he had three other 
daughters, all o f whom had reason to want to know, he only asked about Jen.
“That would be wise. You can see Barbara before we take her upstairs.”
It hadn’t occurred to me that there might be reason to give up hope until the doctor 
suggested we keep it. Even though part o f me had understood the magnitude o f what Dad 
and I were facing, I’d been keeping a pact with myself that this was just a migraine. Until 
Dad asked, it hadn’t occurred to me to call Jen.
Behind Mom’s head, clamped to the x-ray screen, hung the picture o f blood 
invading her brain tissue. Again she took my offered hand, this time asking, “Where did 
you go?” Where did I go? Why had I left her? She kept a clamp on my wrist now.
“They gave you pain meds,” Dad said while surveying the pictures. “You’ve had 
a stroke.”
“Oh?” The question made her relax her grasp on my wrist.
“Do you hurt, Mom?” I didn’t want an answer, really. I asked because I knew I 
was supposed to. I knew she hurt, saw it in the dullness of her eyes, in the way her 
muscles did not relax.
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“It’s better.” My mother had lived in pain since I could remember, but never 
had I seen her show it with so little desire to cover it before. Never had I been allowed to 
see so much of it.
They took my beautiful mother, the one who protected me when events like this 
happened; they took her and her crescent-shaped bleed, upstairs to a room in the ICU, 
leaving Dad and me in the Dead Room of the waiting room. That night was my only 
experience in which I had stood in a private room, complete with scratchy tissues and 
forty-watt light bulbs, in which there had not been an imminent or already passed death, 
and I was sure then that the doctor had lied, that my mother lay nearby, dying or dead.
Dad became hysterical. His shoulders seemed to overcome his head, his hands 
clenching themselves until his knuckles seemed prepared to become part o f the stomach 
he held them against. How was I supposed to handle this man? How would I get him up 
the stairs to Mom’s ICU bed? Why wouldn’t he bear up? This was the part, I was sure, 
where we both had to bear up.
We cried, he and I together, his arms holding me so tight my lungs filled only 
halfway. I held him back. My right hand grasped my left wrist, making sure that he did 
not let me go before I was ready. How small my body was up against his—my five-four, 
his five-eight, my one hundred and twenty pounds, his one-eighty. He kept me tight. In 
the memory now, I cannot discern which larynx kept insisting that we would be all right, 
that it would be all right. Perhaps, we both uttered the words. Perhaps we both knew
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exactly how much Mom was a part o f the other. We tried to comfort one another. We 
tried. We failed.
And when we had calmed, and I realized I had soaked my father’s shirt with snot 
and spit, I swallowed hard and said, “Please call Melba.”
I was asking him to call the only friend I ever recalled my mother having. But, he 
didn’t call Melba. He called one o f the church’s elders, and in doing so made this event 
less than private. I was angry with him, resented him for his choice. I needed Melba. 
Melba would help me know what say, what to think. I thought she, unlike the rest o f the 
church, knew my family’s secret. I, trained in keeping it, feared the result o f others 
knowing. And I, though not innocent to the workings o f small churches in small towns, 
naively believed that even after the night’s events we could remain a family that did not 
share its secrets.
When Dad had hung up the phone with the first elder, he tried to call Jen. But he 
hadn’t bothered bringing Jenifer’s phone number with him. The phone book listed 
Jenifer’s phone number under her partner’s name. Like the emergency numbers, no one 
had thought o f Jen’s contact information as vital, even when they took my mother from 
our home by ambulance, Dad had not thought of her phone number as vital. Or maybe, 
he, like I, had desperately wanted it to be a migraine, believing if  he took Jenifer’s 
number with him, it would guarantee something worse than a few hours at the hospital 
while the Demerol kicked in.
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In the ICU, I watched my mother through windowed walls. Her chest rose and 
fell, and she seemed to sleep. Doctors prescribe rest for stroke victims. As Mom rested, 
Dad discussed a central line into her chest and joked with the nurses. I kept checking to 
make sure Mom’s chest was really going up and down.
The elders came: Dale, the banker my father had called; Rick, the trash man; 
Byron the school superintendent; and Jerry the teacher. All men and all unable to 
understand exactly what had happened. Jerry, who did not understand how the 
ambulance had come and gone without his noticing, lived just across the street from my 
family.
“No siren,” I said.
Dad looked at me, his eyes opening wider, telling me to move away from the 
conversation. Here, he was minister; he did not need me to pull him back into the night’s 
events. He told me with his pursed lips to stay out o f the coming conversation.
They held an elders meeting in the ICU waiting room. At three in the morning 
these men sat around a table at the center o f the room and determined that my father 
should not preach on Sunday.
“People need me to preach on Sunday,” Dad said.
“You need to be with your family,” said Dale.
Preaching was, for my father, the right thing to do. He must have felt lost without 
the responsibility of Sunday’s sermon.
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“You should come to church on Sunday. Sit up front,” said Rick, “But let Byron 
preach.” We were to show our strength with the backs o f our heads to the congregation.
The elders left with their parts in our family’s sudden outcry defined. They went 
out and, as the community woke up, these men called each of the families in the church 
and they said the things they had found so baffling. They gathered together a community 
to support us, even though my father had made it clear that he believed it our 
responsibility to support the community.
I have often wondered what my father’s motivation in bringing these men in had 
been. I have wondered often why he did not understand my cry for another person, for a 
person I felt was closer to the family. I have wondered, and I wondered then. But Dad too 
had walked into a no man’s land. Though he, through his work with as a minister, had 
guided others through hospital stays in which the outcome was unknown, he had not 
made the walk himself. He needed to find control as much as I did, and the people he 
needed were very different from the people I needed. Instead o f sharing it with people 
who were primarily friends, he chose to share it with people who were primarily 
parishioners.
Dad had much more than his sixteen-year-old daughter to protect. His 
parishioners relied on him in many o f the same ways I did. They looked to him for 
guidance. They looked to him when they wandered the grey areas o f life. They looked to 
him, not to cast judgment, but to comfort them when they cast judgment upon 
themselves. My father realized that he could not abandon the hundred or so people who
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attended his church. In doing so, he did not invite people into our contract not to speak 
of my mother’s illness; he released us all from the silence o f it.
This was the news that upset the elders that morning, the news they carried with 
them and shared with those around them. Not only had my mother had a stroke, but she 
had been living among them with a failing body for three years, and they had had no 
opportunity to help her or to find peace with how short her life among them would be. 
This news they carried showed my mother’s lack o f trust in them and created a lack of 
solace.
Dad and I, on that car ride home, made a list of the things we had to do when we 
arrived back in Wadesville. He needed to call Jenifer, and to release me from school. I 
wanted to go in search o f the prednisone. He needed to call his mother, who had 
mothered my mother from the time she’d married Dad. I wanted to make two phone calls 
o f my own, to friends who were not members o f the church, in order to warn o f the news 
they would receive on entering the high school. He thought to put out word to the local 
clergy, the men he believed should support us. We planned so well that both o f us, 
relieved to be free o f one another, were able to completely ignore the other’s presence, at 
least for a while.
I made the first call, dialing then hanging up. I sat with my back against the wall, 
on the same bed I had woken from the night before. I looked around my room, considered 
cleaning it. I thought that might make Mom want to come home. I wasn’t sure that she 
wanted to come home. For weeks, she had come home late and gotten up early. She
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wanted to sell her secretarial and transcription business. If she sold it with her services, 
the price would come in at one hundred thousand dollars, and she would be free of 
making it float without the backup money of another, larger business. She had to make 
sure the other company would find the deal worthwhile, so she continued to bring on new 
clients, but no new employees.
I knew she did not like the way work had been going. She didn’t like not being 
home with Dad and me at night. But she wasn’t going to give up the opportunity to make 
us stable. I didn’t know that she was trying to make sure there would be some savings 
when her kidneys failed. I didn’t know a lot o f things, but I knew the state o f my room 
and my actions had displeased her. I knew she didn’t like to come home to a messy 
house.
I did not touch a thing, though. I figured, if  I touched anything, that would be the 
end o f pretending that none of the events of that day were happening. I picked up the 
phone, read the clock—7:30 A.M.—and dialed. This time I let the phone ring. My friend 
picked up.
“I’m not coming into school today. Will you pick up my homework?”
“What’s wrong?”
“Mom had a stroke last night.”
“Do you want me to come?”
I did not realize the meaning of the offer, the strength o f friendship that allowed 
her to make it. I thought if  I said yes I would have to carry another person through the
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day. I would have to be stronger than I thought possible. I did not want any pity—the 
only desire I held in common with my mother.
“It is going to be fine. Just tell Ms. Smith I’ll bring the debate case by later, and 
get my homework.”
“I don’t think they’ll make you do it.”
“It’s not a big deal.”
“I’ll pray for you.”
There was a time when I believed enough to find comfort in those words.
I stood next to the cabinets that held what remained o f D .J.’s china, broken now, 
from years o f everyday use, and watched my father struggle to remember where Mom 
kept Jenifer’s phone number. In frustration he called information asking for Lexington, 
Kentucky, like Jenifer’s choice o f places to live had interfered with his plans for the 
rhythm of the day’s events. His hand hung up the phone with difficulty. He failed get it to 
latch to the wall again after he realized that he did not remember the last name of 
Jenifer’s partner, Brian.
He flipped through the notebook by the phone again until he came across a 
number with the Lexington area code. His hands shook from left to right as he lifted the 
receiver again. I wondered if he would be able to lift it to his ear even as he did so. He 
moved around the comer to lean his right shoulder against the sliding glass door. He 
twisted the cord around his hand in the same manner that usually made him yell at me, 
and he lifted his head, folding his neck backwards, to keep the tears that I had so rarely
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seen in his eyes from rolling and catching between his glasses frame and cheek. His 
voice, though, remained strong as he told Brian that he had bad news for Jen before 
asking him to pass the phone.
His face deconstructed, “Jenifer, I need you to be calm,” and I did not recognize 
him. “Mom has had a stroke.” I wanted to grab for him, to hold him up. “You need to 
come home.”
Was he afraid? Did he worry that by telling Jenifer the news, he would not be able 
to control himself or us? Did he act out o f need or out o f desire? Did he feel the impact of 
his words as they traveled to her ear? How did he keep standing? How did any o f us keep 
standing?
He asked for Brian again, told him like he told the families o f his hospice 
patient’s wives, to watch her, to help her, but above all to get her into a car, to get her 
started on the four hour ride home before rush hour hit in Louisville.
I imagined Brian taking her by the hand and leading her out the door. They had to 
pause, though. There must have been a conversation, time taken to pack them each a 
small bag. He had to call his professors and make his excuses for missed classes. Jenifer 
had to call her job. Where did she work then? They had to find their toothbrushes, 
changes o f clothes, things to eat. They could not have jumped out o f bed and climbed 
into the car. They had to plan. Did they think there was time to plan?
Jenifer began a drive, made longer by its urgency, back to Wadesville—a place she 
had never called home.
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I picked up my mother’s gray angora cardigan, a gift from Gram. My arms fit 
easily through the sleeves. As I pulled the shoulders onto my own, I took possession o f it, 
or it took possession of me. The angora came around me perfectly except where her body 
was longer than my own. I wanted to protect myself with her, wanted to breathe Chanel 
No. 5 until we brought her home. As I began the day’s errands, I wanted her with me—the 
smell a trick I played on myself.
Dad took my mother’s car back to the hospital and gave me the keys to his own. 
Though he had bragged for years that the steel o f a ‘75 Dodge Dart protected his 
daughters, while others put their children into brand new vehicles, he rejected the idea of 
me driving to and from town in anything that might break down.
He returned to his wife, to my mother. There was little he could have taken to 
comfort him.
I had things that I thought I had to do. I thought that I could not leave my debate 
partner without a case. I took the thin black plastic box with me as I left the house. I 
considered my father’s car with one key for door and ignition a small rite of passage. He 
had never before allowed me to drive his vehicle. It did not occur to me that by taking my 
mother’s car he was making himself invisible to the community as he drove to town, and 
making me appear to be the grieved ministerial presence.
Even as I backed the car out o f the driveway, I did not see clearly. My eyes did 
not focus on the road. Instead they played through the mistakes I ’d made with my mother 
during the previous week, through the number of things I had done to upset her. I
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remembered that I had not talked to her about her day on Wednesday evening; I’d been 
too busy with a debate case.
Dad’s car took me through the four-way flashing stop. I failed to lift my foot 
from the gas. When I came to the second s-curve I did not remember going around the 
first. I tried to concentrate, but only thought about taking care o f Mom and Mom taking 
care o f me.
I thought about how much the future had changed. The doctors had said that 
depending on how bad the damage was, we could bring her home that week. I wondered, 
with Jen gone and Dad’s jobs as clergy, if  I would ever get to go out with my friends, if 
she would be angry at us for putting the hospital bed in the living room as my father had 
suggested. I wondered if she would want me to stay home with her during the day, if 
maybe, I wouldn’t have to face high school anymore. I thought that this would make me 
special, though still not popular. Part o f me kept the thought going; another pushed it 
away.
When I made the left hand turn between the two cornfields, and slowed to thirty, 
five miles over the speed limit, I pulled down the visor, and noticed that I had put no 
makeup on. I hoped I wouldn’t run into Nathan, who said my hair looked like a haystack, 
and would have some comment the second he noticed my makeupless face.
I considered going in at the divide between the junior high and high schools to 
avoid the truant officer, who had made my return to school, after multiple bouts with 
tonsillitis the year before, as hard as he could. Part o f me wanted a fight, though, wanted
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to tell anyone exactly what I thought of them, and knew that this was one o f the few 
times I ’d be able to get away with it. I walked in the front door, practicing in my mind 
every word o f my diatribe against state funded pains in the ass. The truant officer saw 
me first, though, and announced his presence by saying, “I’m sorry to hear about your 
mom,” giving me free passage through the school. In his lack o f comment, he also 
reminded me that, eventually, I ’d have to drive into the hospital. I’d have to acknowledge 
that my mother was lying in an ICU bed, completely unable to stand on her own feet.
I ’d managed to arrive during a class change. Eyes kept falling as they noticed my 
presence, and as I walked through the hallway, these people who liked me as little as I 
liked them fell into silence. By the time I reached the English hallway, I could not seem 
to fill my lungs.
My peers had figured that if  my mother could have a stroke, so could theirs. If my 
mother could have a prognosis that lacked any definition, so could theirs. If I walked 
among them, I could contaminate them with my own fear, with the reality I was living in. 
They wanted me to leave, so that they could forget who I was and what just hours before 
I had come to represent for them.
I wanted someone close to me, someone to grab a bucket in case my stomach 
emptied itself. I wanted a face to gaze into my own with a complete lack o f knowledge 
about what was happening to my own family. I wanted wake to find that we had never 
left Colorado, and that I’d dreamed all this after my father’s church interviews. I wanted 
three years gone.
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I brought the case to the debate coach’s door.
“Rachael, what are you doing here?” she asked.
I stared at her.
“Why aren’t you at the hospital?” she asked.
“I had to bring the case.” This was obvious, I thought. “Joe needs the case.”
“Rachael, your mother had a stroke. This is an emergency. The case could have 
waited.”
I did not understand her. This was not an emergency. Mom would be fine. Joe 
needed a case that night. I knew someone would replace me, for just that one night, but 
they needed the case. The coach had frustrated me weekly through high school, but this 
was out o f line. Weren’t we supposed to be loyal to our peers? I wanted the coach to be 
more sure than I was that everything was going to be just fine. She wasn’t helping.
As I left the parking lot, I felt like an escapee, a bandit stealing hours away from 
the school. The car took me into town, stopping at Bockelman’s Restaurant where I 
hostessed Friday and Saturday nights. Hostessing there meant picking up the slack for the 
waitresses and the bussers while they piddled around in their cars in the parking lot.
Since I did no piddling, it released the other hostesses to create unwanted babies and 
wanted drug habits in the bussers’ cars.
I ’d wanted to quit, but my mother said her daughters weren’t quitters. She didn’t 
even like the word except when it related to Dad’s Vantage Regulars, blue box, recessed 
filters.
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My boss smoked them too. He usually drug off them throughout the rush, 
putting them out only long enough to argue with me about whether or not the rug 
sweepers were broken or just full. Only the first time was I wrong, and had he been able 
to make a fool o f me in front o f customers while he emptied breadcrumbs into the 
trashcan. I found him in the same foul mood that morning as I’d found him the day he 
hired me. Half a pack o f cigarettes already in the air, he didn’t put his down long enough 
to look me in the eye.
“Whatcha doing out of school,” he demanded.
I wasn’t sure why I’d bothered, could have just called in mother-sick before work 
Friday night. “Mom’s had a stroke.”
“That happened to a few of my friends’ parents in high school. Usually they 
lived,” he’d looked up from the following week’s schedule long enough to impart this 
wondrous piece o f information.
“We’ll get someone to cover you, put you on next week’s schedule.”
I started out the door and heard him tell me to run more coffee on my way out. I 
did, but wondered in the car why I hadn’t made decaf, why I hadn’t screwed up his day 
as much as he had screwed up mine. I edited my thought—why hadn’t I messed up his 
day as much as he had messed up mine—Mom didn’t like the word screwed.
Instead of taking the road that wound for a mile and a half before arriving at the 
hospital, I took it back from where I ’d come to the highway. As I turned right, blinker 
flashing, I tried to remember what other errands needed doing. My gas tank was full;
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there was enough bread and milk at home. I watched the clock. Almost eleven and 
Jenifer was scheduled to arrive in town soon.
As I turned onto the highway, Jenifer and Brian finished changing a tire. Neither 
o f my mother’s daughters seemed able to finish the journey toward their mother, toward 
her illness, toward her inability to change the situation or help us through it. Neither of us 
knew what we would find when we arrived at the intensive care waiting room. Though 
the doctor had implied that Mom might open her eyes and be fine by that evening, his 
voice had shown little hope. If she did open her eyes, she would be only a short time in 
rehab before we brought her home. I do not know what we feared more, taking her home 
sooner or taking her home later, but neither seemed a reasonable choice.
Though Jenifer’s flat tire had not been intentional, my procrastination had been. I 
did not know how to face the ICU waiting room or my father without Jen—both my 
sidekick and my nemesis.
Sixty-Six, where I turned on, divides its four lanes with occasionally trimmed 
grass in the middle. The fifty-five mile an hour speed limit did little to slow traffic.
Unlike the night before, I was not the only driver on the road. I wanted the speed of the 
other cars, wanted to slam my gas, to go even faster than they were. I wanted the power 
to move the car and myself away from rules of traffic, away from any ideas the doctors 
had, away from the parishioners who would soon come to visit my mother. Most of all I 
wanted away from my mother. But I remembered my father’s words o f the night before. I 
remembered that Jenifer did not get along with him, and knew, for the first time that as
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much as she supported me, I would have to support her. So I kept to the speed limit and 
moved the car along the road, blue and black lines on maps, towards my family.
Sixty-Six makes two easy curves before town, two curves that on cloudy days like 
that one, seem to take their time in coming, seem to make it easy to give up ever meeting 
the intersection o f First Avenue and Sixty-Six. In the fall, especially in November, the 
highway meets ditch on both sides and the ditch meets trees, tall trees that seem to 
expound in their color in ways most forests meet spring. Though they take on the yellows 
and brown of autumn, they also make a show o f purples and reds. Clearly they give hope 
for spring and the future even as they prepare to be barren and rain-soaked through 
December, ice-ridden through January and February, and finally bent in March with 
snow.
Each time Mom had noticed a new color in the trees she called Melba to ask the 
name o f the plant that had given her pleasure. I wanted to be driving with Mom. I picked 
out the smell o f leaves burning from the smell o f trash burning. I took comfort in the 
smoke, held down by the low clouds, as it came in through the car vents. When I left the 
protection o f the trees and finally entered town, I hated the stoplights. I thought that I 
didn’t mind them so much, if  I managed to be first in line.
Deaconess Hospital stood near its own parking lot, full of the cars o f the fearful, 
the clergy and o f those who found themselves amidst the joy o f new life. To the north 
stood the medical doctors’ offices, to the east a neighborhood full of semi-well-kept 
rentals. The new addition was old enough to only be the new addition to old timers. A
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windowed walkway connected the buildings. The hospital staff closed the curtains 
during storms and made it possible to believe that no universe lay beyond the hospital, 
that nothing o f any importance happened beyond that block.
For the people who found themselves sitting in the ICU waiting rooms, 
Evansville’s weather mattered little. The importance of the people just beyond the wall, 
the ones who would live or die, overrode everything else.
They created for themselves a small community. The coffee pots, hot chocolate 
machine and two telephones sat at the center o f the community. Each family took for 
themselves a few chairs, shared a table with one or two other families, and shared the 
stories of the diseases or accidents that had landed them there. The families only 
addressed each other if they met at the center, or directly after the ten-minute visits that 
happened every two hours between eight a.m. and six p.m. They respected the small 
encampments o f other families. Those who left each evening returned each morning to 
find a new spot, unwilling to disturb the families who had come in the night. There were 
no discussions o f politics or the upcoming Thanksgiving holiday. Instead they passed on 
important information. The practiced told the new where to find the closest bathroom and 
where to go when it was closed for cleaning. They shared the names o f the nurses and 
any personal information they had about them. They spoke slowly o f who they were, 
who they waited for phone calls from, and looked for moral support, through thoughts 
and prayers, as they called siblings and children to tell them their favorite aunt, mother, 
husband, languished behind glass walls.
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When doctors entered, everyone uninvolved moved their chairs back to give the 
impression o f privacy. And when the doctors left, the families related the news, even 
though they knew everyone had already heard it. They rehearsed with one another what 
they would say to people on the phone, before they dialed. Words o f encouragement went 
round, so that there would be encouragement for the disencamped, when the word went 
out of the hospital and into the unfathomable world.
I stopped at the information desk, a desk full o f flowers ready to go to patient 
rooms, and asked for Barbara Alonzo’s room number. I hoped that the gray haired 
woman would give me a room number outside of the ICU. I hoped that she would tell me 
they had put her in a double room—one of those places where they put people they 
planned on releasing over the weekend.
“ICU, second floor,” the woman in hospital pink said. “Only family and clergy 
can see her.”
“She’s my mother.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
“It’s all right. She’ll be fine.” I did not want this woman’s pity. Pity meant that 
my mother was not well. I wanted her to be well, so I told the woman something I knew 
nothing about. Even as I tried to comfort her, to tell her that indeed it would be all right, I 
wondered why I did it. She had not passed on the hope I was looking for. I wanted to 
stick my tongue out at her instead. She gave me directions to the ICU, directions, I would 
leam later, that though easier were not the shortest route between the lobby and the ICU.
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I turned the comer, took the elevator and walked the long hallway of the second 
floor. I passed the rooms of the medical/surgical unit, peeked into each room and noticed 
the private dramas in each. I hoped to find my own family among daisies and greeting 
cards. I wanted the lady greeter to have been wrong, so that walk was a long one. I kept 
up my secret peerings even though I heard the low rumble o f voices I knew at the end of 
the hall. I picked out each one of the voices; heard my father with his ministerial voice 
speaking to his hospice colleagues, and their voices trying to make him realize the 
gravity o f the situation. I heard the greeting o f a local minister, Will, who had a daughter 
a year younger than I was. I heard Brian’s cough.
Will said to Brian, “So, you talked her into it. Congratulations.”
The sheer shock on Brian’s face almost made me laugh. “Into what,” he said.
“Into marrying you.”
“W e’re not getting married.” Brian has a way of saying “not” that will jolt a room
awake.
My father watched the scene. He did laugh, and waited for more of Brian’s reply. 
None came, but Dad let Brian squirm a while longer before he said, “Wrong daughter. 
That’s Cristy.” He had paused long enough to make it clear that with Mom in the 
hospital, the least Jen and Brian could do was marry.
“Oh, sorry. Must have scared you there,” Will laughed, Brian joining him.
I found Jenifer by following my father’s gaze, a gaze meant to be meaningful. I 
watched Jen, her own anger now mixed with grief, shoot her gaze back at him. She
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looked him straight in the eye, and held her chin up in the same way Mom did when 
challenged.
Mom’s youth showed in Jenifer’s face. At home there were photo albums that 
remembered Mom young and Jenifer a baby. Now, Jen’s hair was longer than M om’s had 
been then. Jenifer, one eyebrow higher than the other, but both higher than her wire 
rimmed glasses, her lips thin even for a woman of nineteen, reflected the women we had 
known as children. Jenifer had managed to grow an inch taller than our mother and she 
held her back straight where Mom usually held hers at a bend, having always wanted to 
be shorter, closer to my five-foot five. Jenifer had, like me, that morning tied her hair 
back in a ponytail. A sure sign that my glamorous sister had not thought much before 
beginning the four-hour drive from Lexington.
If Mom had stood in that ICU waiting room watching me see her in Jen, she 
would have seen Jen in me. A petite version of the Scotch-Irish women who had passed 
down for generations a mix of brown and red hair, a slight bend in the spine, and barely 
noticeable, one hip higher than the other. Mom did not see herself in either o f us. She 
thought we were beautiful, and only when I looked at Jen did I realize that Mom was 
beautiful, too.
Once Dad had broken his eye-contact with Jen, I knew the look on her face. She 
needed a scapegoat, a place to put her anger, her fear, and her guilt. She never used my 
father to that purpose because it risked the version o f him that thought us ungrateful, 
terribly behaved, horrendous people to have to refer to as his offspring. It brought his
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cussing, hating self out. It gave him reason to use Jenifer as his scapegoat his reason for 
his anger, his fear, and his guilt. She’d use me instead. He’d use me instead.
I looked to Brian, a man I ’d met only once, and wondered if he’d interfere, if he’d 
survive these days in the hospital, relationship with Jenifer intact. Brian’s eyes, when 
they met my father’s, were no kinder than Jenifer’s. He knew more than I gave him credit 
for.
O f Brian, Jenifer, Dad, and I, Brian felt no guilt. The rest of us had reason to 
believe that we had caused Mom’s stroke, that our actions had been the final cause of her 
blood pressure rising and splitting a vein open. It would be half a decade before my 
father disclosed to me that he, not my mother, had injected the Imetrex into her leg.
When he did tell me, it was at seventy miles per hour on 1-75 in Florida, a time when he 
could not safely look me in the eye. She had asked him for the shot, but like Jen, he 
blamed himself.
Two weekends before the stroke Mom had asked me to do two things. She wanted 
me not to attend a church conference in northern Indiana that weekend, and to clean my 
room. I had chosen to attend the conference, and failed to clean my room. By the time I 
arrived home on Sunday night, she was so angry about my room that she barely spoke to 
me. It didn’t help that I’d given her a bacterial infection that neither o f us seemed to be 
able to rid our chests of. I only uttered my guilt when pointing out to Dad, on that same 
car trip, that none of us had caused my mother’s stroke. That none of us, but rather her 
body, had caused her collapse. I lied to him about where my own guilt came from. I
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omitted that I had made her angry, that I had seen her blood pressure rise. I left out that 
sometimes when I dreamed of her, she would not speak to me. I left out that I hated 
myself for my own part in the explosion in her brain. I did not tell him that I had not 
forgiven myself because to forgive myself was to let my connection to her go. If I had not 
caused the stroke, if  I did not touch her through guilt and blame, I would have to accept a 
different relationship with her. I ’d have to accept a relationship in which I was tied to her 
through memory. I thought memory was a weaker link than shame. I did not say these 
things to Dad because there was a part o f me that needed both o f us to be tied to Mom 
through shame.
The gaze between Jenifer and Dad that neither broke meant the anger was not 
going to dissipate easily, that she understood that since my parents did not respect her, 
she did not have to respect them. I walked between them slowly, fearing that if they 
reconnected their eyes I would be the first person either tried to yell at. I took off Mom’s 
sweater, hung it on the coat rack next to the one window in the room, and sat down. I 
chose a straight-backed chair, like the ones in doctors’ offices that share an armrest in 
common. If the hospital were a doctor’s office, we would go home soon.
The nurse who approached my father looked nothing like the nurse from the night 
before. Her voice held the same softness, her eyes the same unshadowed awareness. She 
held a clipboard to her chest. “Tony,” she said not bothering with the Reverend Alonzo, 
“We really need a decision about whether or not to code.”
“I know. I ’ll bring the paperwork tomorrow.”
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This woman in her nursing blues asked my father to sit down at the table, 
hospital industrial furniture meant to provide the comfort o f home, but only to the extent 
that it encouraged families to go to their beds, miles away, each night. Dad sat. Jen 
followed. Because o f the look he threw her, the one that told her she had no business in 
the discussion, I sat as close as possible to her.
She eyed me, lips thinner than usual; she was an expert at Mom’s back-off look. I 
stood my ground. I wasn’t going to be left out of the conversation as I had been the night 
before. I moved my chair slightly toward my father. I wasn’t sure who I wanted to side 
with. I knew the nature o f their anger at one another required me to pick a side. I was still 
angry with Jen for making choices that made things hard at home. I figured if I picked 
her I would be betraying our mother. I knew her better than Dad, though. She was more 
predictable. He was more likely to win the fight, had more power to make me miserable.
The nurse was already talking. Her words were better than the doctors’ had been: 
blood pressure down, respirations fine, resting well. And creatinin. I knew the word 
creatinen, knew that there were good and safe levels, knew the opposite too. I did not 
know what the nurse’s numbers meant. I wanted to understand, but failed to ask. The 
nurse stood to leave.
We were now a family of three. Our visitors left us alone with the nurse’s 
question.
I sat in the particle-boarded ICU waiting room as my father used his minister’s voice to 
tell Jenifer and me what he and Mom had planned for Mom’s going away. Mom lived
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and breathed on the other side o f fire doors, even as rain poured down hard and long 
enough to flood Big Creek, and take out a few of our power lines twenty miles from the 
hospital.
“This is your mother’s living will,” he said as he handed us four pages o f legal 
paper. Jenifer read first, perhaps because she was my mother’s oldest child or because her 
hands were quicker than my own. I read second. We had both known my mother’s 
intention to write a living will.
I had only known it existed because of my teenage snooping. In the spare room’s 
closet sat a filing cabinet. My mother had taken pride in letting us know that all the 
important papers were there. Jen and I tended only to take an interest in those files 
marked with our names. I’d gone through Jen’s once trying to find a C or a D on her 
report card. There wasn’t one. I’d gone through too because, in spite o f my mother’s 
willingness to leave the family finances and insurance policies to our viewing, I still felt 
like I was breaking some rule in actually looking. Once I let my hands creep all the way 
back into the bottom drawer and pulled out a file with nothing written on the tab. I’d 
opened it and found the papers my father set before Jen and me in triplicate. I had read 
the first few lines, and felt I ’d broken the covenant. I knew that I was not yet ready to 
read those papers. I had found only fear as I placed the file back exactly where it had 
been, and closed the drawer.
Now, I had it before me. I forced myself to read the words. This was the only part 
o f the family covenant, the only thing we were not to speak aloud, that was written. This
43
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
was only a small part of the covenant that our parents had divulged neither to Jenifer 
nor to me.
My mother, in a document signed and dated two years prior to her stroke, had 
demanded certain things. She refused to be revived if there was little chance of her living 
a full life after the restoration. She refused even one more dialysis treatment. These were 
things Jenifer and I had known, though our parents did not say these things outright. My 
mother had not been a proponent of the right to die. She thought Kevorkian a sick man. 
However, she was a proponent o f living and dying with dignity. She had told us, her 
daughters, stories about her dialysis as a young woman. We knew that much she would 
refuse. We were both surprised, however, that she would not accept another transplant. 
We were both, after all, viable live donors.
She had said too many times to count, and always out o f nowhere, that she 
thought she’d been given her shot at life, and that it would be selfish to accept another 
cadaver kidney. She thought it would have been selfish accept a live donation, to allow 
herself to live long enough to see grandchildren. It did not matter much beyond her desire 
for the label no code. After all, my mother had had a stroke; she was not dying of kidney 
failure. The instance was different than the one her living will had been written for.
Sitting there, two things were clear. Living wills had not yet gained status in Indiana, and 
my mother was not dying.
My father’s body, large in spite o f years o f Mom’s chastisement, forcefully seated 
at the one round table among the recliners and rocking chairs full o f people waiting for
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death’s verdict, seemed loosely filled with life, and nothing else. It told us in 
ministerial posture that he expected no argument from us, that my mother had created the 
document for no greater reason than to keep our mouths shut. Who else but her daughters 
would object? No one but her family knew. And still Jen’s hands wore lines into the 
table, and I wanted her freedom in her anger at who he was and what he was saying. But I 
had known, having cast my eyes in places they were not welcome, that these had been, 
two years prior, her wishes. So, even as Jen moved her lips urging words, reasonable 
words out o f her body, I swallowed my own. I wanted to speak out, but my mother, even 
comatose, held too much sway.
“But you’re the power o f attorney. You do not have to obey her wishes.”
“I’m only telling you, so that you know why. Not because either o f you,” his eyes 
daring me to defy him and take up with my sister’s plea for a mother, for just a little 
longer, “could then have nor now can change her mind.”
Jen’s vocal cords refused her any more voice, even as her hands stopped moving 
and pleaded with me to speak. She stood, her body tall like Mom’s, hips holding the 
stomach she was sure she had been kicked in, posture willingly stating what her mouth 
could not. Her strength kept her from throwing the words she knew both Mom and Dad 
deserved. Her mannerisms were all her inheritance from our mother, as was her ability to 
turn her back and walk out of sight before the tears came.
I could not go after her. I could not even go after my father who exited through 
the other door.
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And when the clock read ten minutes to the odd hour, we reconvened, none of 
us willing in our own anger to miss seeing Mom. Jenifer, my father and I walked the 
thirty-four steps from the waiting room, past the nurse’s station, and through to the glass 
doors. The nurse, Joey, from the night before, the one who carried in her a one-month 
fetus, stepped to the side. We stood around Mom. We touched her. We talked to her. My 
father stepped away; I stepped away. This time was for Jenifer. Or, maybe, Jenifer knew 
not to show her fear. As I crossed the threshold through the doors that contained Mom, 
the nurse and her one-month fetus hugged me. It seemed overwhelmingly important that 
this woman carried a child within her.
We made the last few visits of the day. We found it easier to go each alone. First 
we sent my father and then Jenifer or me. In those moments o f decision, who would go 
last and have the least time, Jenifer and I managed to be more than tolerant o f one 
another; here we found a space in which we were able not to barter time, but to give one 
another time and relief from it. Jenifer and I, in those moments that so thoroughly lacked 
clarity figured, out how to appease the ghosts o f our childhoods. But only in those 
moments. Jenifer had donned the gray sweater; she’d wrapped herself in our mother, and 
I did not want to give that privilege up to her. I thought only one o f us could possess my 
mother, that we could not both be loved by her equally. The sweater became for me a 
symbol o f that love. It was all there was o f Mom’s comfort. Whoever possessed the 
sweater held the most favor.
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Into the evening we knew about the car accident victim; her children too far to 
come held little hope. We understood the pain o f the family o f the stroke victim. Already 
the man in his eighties was senile. They did not know what to pray for. Jenifer 
unconsciously removed the sweater, and I consciously put it on. Then the reverse and 
again the reverse, our eyes, when we noticed, letting the other know that we did not 
intend to share this.
I knew evening only from the clock. I feared my father announcing that it was 
time to go and sleep. I thought that if  we left Mom there in the hospital alone she would 
surely die. I thought that she needed the strength in the other room. She needed my eyes, 
Jenifer’s eyes, to fall on her as she slept. How little I knew of medicine, o f the way the 
nurses treated Mom. How little I knew of Mom’s needs, or of how much Joey and her 
fellows in hospital garb knew how to comfort the ill. But Joey had said I could check on 
Mom through the night as long as I did not wake her.
Jenifer took one recliner, I the other. Across the room slept the husband o f the car 
accident victim, he choosing a recliner on the other side of the coffee machines. I do not 
recall my father’s presence through the night, or where he went. He told us, asked Jenifer 
and me what we would do. We stayed. And in his not making a decision for me, he 
abdicated his ability to make decisions for me. He abdicated fatherhood, but not his 
ability to control my mother’s future. Perhaps he could not carry the burdens of wife and 
children. I knew, and Jenifer must have known, that this was a sign that my father, like 
my mother, was not all right. But to sleep Jenifer and I went. Waking as the time changed
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its hours, at least once in the night, a nurse asked me to go to my mother, to stop her 
agitation. “Will you see if you can calm her?” I passed the threshold that seemed to 
contain a hundred different futures, and I held my mother’s hand.
“Here I am, Mom,” I said, trying not to understand the numbers on the machines 
behind her head, and wondering if they contained any insight. “Here I am,” I said to the 
woman in the bed who could not speak to me, who could not have asked for me, but who 
the nurse thought I could comfort. She settled, her body relaxing back into the bed. I let 
the tears come then; who was I to comfort my mother? “Will it be all right?” I said, my 
voice not even audible to myself. She did not answer, only let loose o f my hand. The 
coma had given up its grip on her. I crossed back into the world o f the waiting, and tried 
to sleep.
*
We follow the U-haul for far too long. Read the back like the words are mantra. 
“Moving made easier. Moving made easier. Moving made easier.” Dad and Jen ride in 
the great “Moving made easier,” while Mom and I follow in the ‘75 Dodge Dart that will, 
when Jenifer gets her driver’s license, be named the Gonzomobile. It will keep the name 
even when I inherit it. Instead of transporting Gonzo, it will transport Gonzo’s little 
sister.
Just beyond the sides o f the great “Moving Made Easier” Mom and I for two days 
view only a constant stream of grain across the United States. The wheat hasn’t bothered 
me. I ’ve spent the thirteen and a half years o f my life seeing that amber color, just outside
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of Denver. Though it covers Kansas, the spring wind moves it like the ocean, and it 
enthralls me at least until Hayes.
Missouri brings com. The Ozarks come before that—a new kind o f mountains to 
me. Mom finds the highest pass a joke. She does not even slow down, until we come 
through a short rainstorm on the other side of the range, until we come through into the 
walls o f com. Little use can be had by looking past the sides o f the truck; the strong 
stocks, not quite ready for detasseling, go on. I watch hard out the passenger window for 
breaks to come. Driveways and filling stations change the view for only a few seconds 
Mom’s constant fifty miles per hour.
Jen, sixteen-years-old, sees the breaks coming. Watches, her head just above the 
com, for what the immediate future will bring. She sees the tall Shell and BP signs 
minutes ahead o f her. Sometimes she’ll call out to Dad, “Gas, up on the right,” and he 
flashes his hazards, before pulling in to fill up the vehicles. When the gas gauge reads 
above one quarter full, she says nothing. She waits for the next mile marker, the next sign 
that tells her how much longer until the next big city, how much closer she is to a foreign 
place called Indiana. How much closer the rest o f her life, changed drastically from the 
one she has imagined just months before, is. Her back stiff, she watches the com as well.
My mother has seen this destination before, she and my father having gone there 
for his church interview. Mom had asked for a glass o f wine at dinner. She’d listened to 
each member o f the church committee follow her request for house red with requests for 
tea, mostly sweet. All, that is, except Melba, the church organist, who doubled in that
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small town as pianist for the high school choir and part-time piano teacher for all ages. 
Melba, last at the table o f more than twelve, relieved my mother’s tension in a way that 
even my father had not. She, too, wanted a glass o f wine. Her order made it clear that if  
the people of the First Christian Church o f Wadesville failed to hire my father, the fault 
would not fall on my mother.
But God calls them—Dad says, “us,”— to Wadesville. I figure the telephone has 
been the more useful way o f making this calling.
We sent first my father with his El Camino and the dog across one thousand miles 
o f grain to make bank accounts and agreements with the electric company, to tell the 
papers about his bronco riding days, and about his daughters, his wife, the dreams he 
thought we would all want to fulfill.
He returned to us via airplane. My mother had spent weeks preparing us. Asking 
that we pack boxes as she fulfilled the month’s notice she’d given as a secretary at the 
university. She pushed us toward a new landscape. She envisioned for our worried ears 
the rolling hills, much lower than the foothills o f the Rockies, the winding roads, less full 
but more dangerous than Denver’s mousetrap. She spoke of her desire to live with no 
cityscape. She stopped recalling for us watching Denver’s buildings go up as a child. She 
wanted little more than its removal from our teenage dreams.
Though her attempts at preparing Jen had done little by the time Dad deboarded 
the plane at Stapleton, I thought that in Indiana I would be entering a new world. One
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that would make me as happy as the thought of it had made Mom happy. I wanted to 
please her by being happy.
We pass through the com of Middle America. For two days, I wait for the 
appearance of the next city. The sudden end of the fields tips my eyes off to their coming, 
the beginnings of suburbia’s cookie cutter houses, and finally, on the horizon I note a few 
tall buildings mixed in with shorter ones. Every time my father flips us off the highway, 
we travel in a loop around urbanness. Commerce fills the windows of one side o f the car, 
beef cattle the other.
I wonder at this. Say to my mother from the back-seat where I have spread 
blankets to keep my legs from sticking and reading material to keep my mind from 
sticking to the idea that we will not be returning to Denver, to my friends, or to those 
things kids in my class will get to do as they go through each grade, “Why can't we go 
through the city?”
“It’s not a vacation, Rachael,” Her voice vibrates with too many days on the road, 
and her worry that Jenifer in her moodiness, and I at thirteen, will go and ruin the whole 
thing before she’s had a chance to settle us in. It isn’t a vacation. We haven't stopped to 
see the world’s largest concrete prairie dog in Kansas, to see cows milked in Missouri, or 
to see the single mountain range we’ve crossed. The fishing poles are buried deep in the 
tmck, and my father can’t stand to let us stretch our legs at the rest stops for any longer 
than it takes Mom, Jen, and I to pee.
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On this last day, having left Kansas City, St. Louis, and most o f  Illinois behind 
us, we stop in Mt. Vemon long enough for my mother to insist we go on. The humidity 
sticks shirts to bra straps, which leave marks that are remarkable in their unreasonability. 
The heat has seen us consume bottle after bottle o f water. Jen’s voice moves all of us to 
further annoyance as she remarks that moving, made easier or not, isn’t on the top o f her 
list of priorities. I want a pool o f cool water, and am inclined now to agree with Jen’s list 
o f priorities.
It occurs to me that if  one of us could break something—a foot, a leg, an arm—we 
might be well on our way back to Denver by the end of the week. The decision does not 
belong to Jen or me. It is wholly the decision o f our matriarch, our female leader. We go 
on.
I believe that the landscape of the country changes with state lines. I have been 
across three now, and none o f them has fulfilled my expectation of new roadside views. I 
hope on. It is apparent that we will not be delaying this new life any longer, and apparent 
that I’m not heading toward any adventure, unless the landscape changes across the 
Illinois/Indiana border. How can anyone find adventure in the com fields? I look ahead, 
wait with anxiety for the state border.
“Is the school nice?” I ask.
“They added on to it. The junior high and high school are attached, so you and 
Jen can ride the same bus.”
“Do you think the kids will like me?”
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“O f course,” Mom smiles. I have known her to be wrong.
“What about the house?”
“You saw the video.” She is getting into a better mood, even switches the radio 
on. It is AM only.
“I think I ’ll try to meet a lot of people this summer, and not be like Jen was.”
Mom nods her head, remembering that when we’d moved across town a few years 
before, Jen, a year younger than I am on this trip, had done nothing but compare her new 
classmates to her old, far superior ones.
Mom’s voice carries us across the boarder. “Nine more miles.”
Nothing has changed, except the possibility o f forest nearby. Nine miles can't be 
right. Nine miles isn’t enough to get us out o f the com. I watch the signs counting us 
down by the mile, watch the occasional farm house set out from the fields generations 
have owned. Wait for Mom to correct her mistake, to say ninety miles, not nine. Instead, 
she says, “Look right, and you’ll see the high school.”
I turn my head quickly, ready for a bright spot in the world around me. I get a 
sign indicating North Posey, and a wall o f com. “It’s just com.”
“You can see it from a little ways back.”
That isn’t enough. This is what my parents had meant by rural. They’d meant the 
high school sat in a cornfield, that we’d see little but farm, and that the future held 
nothing but those two things. I swallow, wait a moment before the smell o f pig farm hits 
me, and choke out, “Can we go home now?”
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Mom sends a smile at me. Her smile lacks condescension. “We are home,” she 
says. And she was.
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Friday, November 18, 1994
In the morning, the rain still heavy outside, there was hope. Mom had not 
worsened in the night. The two women from hospice came again to visit us. I did not 
think it a blessing that their offices were just down the hall. I did not like the word 
hospice mixing with my mother’s name.
“Tony, we need a decision on the code.” The nurse was asking whether or not the 
hospital staff would be allowed to use extreme measures if they needed to revive my 
mother. Her words surprised us all. Visiting hours had not yet begun, and we were not 
yet ready for the nurses.
“She’s a no code,” my father said reaching into the briefcase he hadn’t carried 
since his days as a student six years before. He had the paperwork with him. I suppose he 
hadn’t been ready to give it to her the day before. Perhaps he, too, had hesitated. He went 
with the nurse into the ICU, to the nurse’s station, behind the doors Jenifer and I could 
not pass through for another hour or so.
My father’s hospice coworkers introduced themselves, “We’ll be here if you need 
anything.” What could Jenifer and I say to women who dealt in death? Our mother was 
one o f the living, and these were women my mother had met, but did not know well. We 
knew that she would not want them to know the secrets of her body.
We said, “thank you,” our voices high, the polite tone meant to imply that we 
shared nothing, like our mother taught us. But I wanted to ask these women for help, to 
make them aware that without Mom to help us to keep the secret, that without my mother
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to let us cry, we could not keep up the secret, the facade o f everything being OK.
Jenifer put her hand on my back and pushed hard, making sure the women did not notice. 
Shut up, her movement told me. I wanted to hit her, to make her ball up, to let her know 
that she did not get to be in charge here. I knew enough not to let anyone in the waiting 
room know about the silent battle. I moved away from her. She wanted to comfort me, 
couldn’t understand my desire to share with strangers, but then we didn’t know how to 
comfort each other. I had misinterpreted her movement, perhaps intentionally. I would 
not give up my loyalty to my mother by taking to comfort of my sister.
Still I wanted to comfort Jenifer. She had Brian, though—someone she trusted 
fully, someone who wasn’t likely to push her away, someone with whom she had not 
battled.
Dad came back in, “She’s stable.”
He had no tears in his eyes; wasn’t he sad that Mom might want to die?
Brian held Jenifer. I wanted someone like him to hold onto me.
My father returned to his conversation with his coworkers. He asked about his 
patients. They told him he’d have to take some time off. Other clergy had taken over his 
duties.
“As soon as we get Barb home,” he said. “I ’ll be back up to working.”
“We’ll see.”
56
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
The nurse came out again, this time running, “You’re sure she is a no code?” A 
deep breath, “We’re losing her.” Jen wanted to say no; I wanted to say no, and Dad 
thought that if  his decision had been right a few moments before, it still was.
“No code,” he said.
The nurse returned behind the door.
I wondered if this was the end. My father’s words, I understood well. No code 
meant let her die. Brian held Jenifer. I turned to my father, but he found his comfort in a 
woman he knew only from work. The other woman looked to me, and I tried to find 
comfort in someone I ’d met a handful of times. But, what mercy she brought, keeping me 
from standing alone, left hand held to mouth, right hand to my stomach. She embraced 
me, a practiced hand at comforting those who remain. A practiced hand but not a hand I 
knew.
The nurse returned to the waiting room to tell us that Mom had started breathing 
on her own again. “They think she had a severe seizure, probably related to the stroke.” I 
walked with the nurse through the door and as far as the nurse’s station. I watched 
Mom’s chest rise and fall. Another twenty minutes and they’d let us all the way into the 
room.
Dad called his mother. Gram, like my mother, had been given the name Barbara. 
She boarded the first flight out o f Denver. Unlike Mom’s mother, Gram had been good to 
my mother.
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What do the comatose see? What did my mother dream? This Barbara who
went from being a McCusker to being an Alonzo, who birthed two daughters, who loved
her stepchildren? She woke briefly after her body trembled. Her eyes must have met
those o f the code team who had been called off by two short words—no code—on her
chart. Had she been wakened from a conversation with the god she so deeply believed in?
Did she think that she had returned, by some tilt o f time, to the hospital room in Denver
some two thousand miles from where she really lay? Was she grateful that they had not
touched her, that they would let her pass, aided by legalities that said they could not
touch her? Was she afraid? Or did she remember the smile that crossed a young woman’s
face as that woman jumped from a window? Did she think that this time she would
follow her? And when she returned to the coma, did she dream her daughters? Did she
think of us outside, waiting to feel her hand, waiting to touch her skin? What do the
comatose think of? Do they deny everything but themselves?
*
D.J. McCusker gave birth to my mother on January 21, 1951. John Richard 
McCusker III, Dickey, was two when his sister came into the world. He liked to look at 
his sister Barbara Ann, Barbie. Dickey’s name put the weight of expectation on the child. 
Even as a toddler he seemed to do nothing right. D.J., the daughter o f the working class 
McKnight family, chose for this second child a new name, one without expectation. She 
had committed a coup in her marriage to the oil tycoon’s son, but did not want her
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daughter to know the pressures of being the daughter of money. D.J. tried to control 
this through the name she gave the baby, Barbara.
For two years D.J.’s body rejected pregnancies. She tried to love her children the 
way her mother, Anna, had loved her. D.J. was nothing like Anna and was thankful that 
her husband’s money made it possible for her not to mother. Still, she wanted a third 
child, and in 1953 her body managed to provide the family with one more girl. Here D.J. 
returned to the repetition of names. This time Mardell Jane, Mardie, to invoke not money, 
not parties, not the ruination o f land, but to invoke friendship.
The three children lived in the house on Cherry Street with a woman lifted from 
the working classes. Their father, so controlled by his father that when he went to college 
he was given the choice of being a doctor, a lawyer, or an architect, chose the latter 
because it seemed the easiest. By the time the second child was bom, his choice mattered 
little. Richard was the Vice President of Red Dot Oil of Colorado, under his father John. 
Money ran through the household in spite o f Richard’s ineptitude at realizing its potential 
for being gained, and his aptitude for losing it. Whether the family found themselves 
happy when the second and third children came, I do not know; my mother was too 
young, then, to remember.
Perhaps D.J. had expected a different kind of life when she married Richard. 
Perhaps she thought that happiness would come by way of his family’s money. In 
marrying him, though, she had trapped herself in a culture that valued appearance above
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all else. D.J. found herself judged on the basis o f her children’s clothing, the quality of 
her china, the cost o f her jewelry.
D.J. stood in a jewelry store with her newly married friend.
“It’s a good ring,” the jeweler told D.J.’s friend. He gave the women a number.
“What’s this worth?” D.J. took her own ring off her finger. She placed it in front 
o f the jeweler.
“It’s paste,” said the jeweler.
Richard opened the door on Cherry Street. His wife stood, vodka martini in hand.
“What happened to the money?” D.J. asked.
“What money,” Richard believed money was none o f his wife’s affair.
D.J. pulled the ring from her finger and threw it at him. “That money,” she said.
“I spent it.”
D.J. finished the vodka and vermouth. She poured herself another.
In the morning D.J. poured herself a martini. She took the car. She picked out a 
diamond. She picked out a setting. She returned home with an engagement ring, and 
poured herself a martini.
At the end o f one summer Dickey was five, D.J. woke him. She put him into long 
pants and a button down shirt. She took his hand. He sat next to his mother in the front of 
the car. Dickey, proud, knew this would be the day he went to school. He thought this
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would make him like the other John Richards. He would make friends and stand tall 
and be polite. He would go to school and then he would be the heir to Colorado Red Dot 
Oil.
Dickey tried to learn to write his name. Sometimes the letters went forward. 
Sometimes the letters went backwards. The teacher, a young woman with no rings on her 
fingers, showed him again. Sometimes the letters went forwards and backwards. The 
teacher showed him again. He liked the woman’s smell. He wanted to please her. Very 
occasionally, on days his mother’s breath had not smelled like her glass, all o f the letters 
went forward and in the right order. The teacher praised him. When he could not make 
the letters do what he wanted them to do, the teacher began to yell at him. Dickey could 
write correctly. She had seen him do it. The teacher called him stupid and stubborn. 
Dickey was stubborn but not stupid. The teacher called his parents, and she told D.J. and 
Richard that their son refused to work, refused to behave properly.
Richard walked in the door to the house on Cherry Street. He poured himself a 
whisky and quickly caught up to his wife’s drunkenness. “John Richard McCusker,” he 
yelled.
Dickey ducked into his closet.
“John Richard McCusker.”
“Dickey, get out here,” D.J. didn’t have the energy for a fight.
Barbara found the underneath of her bed. She breathed slowly. She covered her 
ears. She heard her father’s steps up from the living room. She heard him come closer.
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Dickey could feel the legs of his school pants above him. He pulled them 
closer, hoping they would make him invisible to his father.
Richard knew the sound o f metal hangers on metal bars. He opened the door to 
the closet slowly. He watched the boy’s shoes quivering and grabbed Dickey at the 
ankle.
Richard took the metal end of his belt to Dickey’s freckled Scotch Irish body until 
it bled, until the child had quit trying to run. Dickey was too small to fight back. Dickey 
knew these scenes too well to expect anything different.
The daughters, though more easily taken to school, found themselves unable to 
avoid Richard's anger. They could not have done anything more right, and yet Richard 
found in them fault. Perhaps he took out his anger at his own father. D.J., for a while, 
stood to the side, but she hated these children too, and eventually when Dickey got old 
enough to fight back, they tied him to a chair, beating him with candle sticks or whatever 
seemed handy, and Barbie and Mardie did not help him. Instead they hid in their room. 
Sometimes, when enough alcohol had gone around, they hid before the yelling started. 
Dickey, the son, the heir, lived in a family wrapped up in keeping the wealth earned 
through the blood o f men they paid less than fairly, earned through pulling up oil through 
the land with machines that looked to the children like dinosaurs, heads coming up and 
then pulled down by a string.
The children, like those oil wells, could not help but be pulled by the strings their 
father held. They knew the consequences o f telling on one another, even for the slightest
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infringement of the rules laid down by their parents, and found power for themselves in 
this knowledge.
The family went to great Aunt Helen’s for Christmas celebrations. Barbie hoped 
for a doll she had seen in the Sears catalogue. Barbie and Mardie and Dickey ran to the 
tree. Each looked for a package shaped like they hoped. Aunt Lou called the children 
from the tree. She put a black olive onto each of the children’s fingers. She sent first 
Barbie then Dickey then Mardie to the top of the stairs. Each sat on the banister slid 
down while eating the olives from their fingers. They laughed. Aunt Lou laughed. Aunt 
Helen told Lou to get the children off o f the banister. She laughed as well.
The family ate. The family toasted their luck in wealth and in family. D.J. poured 
martini after martini. Richard drank whisky. He did not hold it as well as his father John. 
The children and their cousins tore wrapping paper from their gifts.
Barbie set her other gifts aside. She held her Tiny Tears doll. When she held the 
doll upright, the doll opened its eyes. When she rocked the doll, it slowly closed its eyes. 
When she fed it water and pushed on its stomach, the dolls eyes filled with tears, its 
mouth made bubbles, and it wet. The doll acted like a real baby. Barbie treated it like a 
real baby.
She loved that doll. She took care o f the doll like her parents did not take care of 
her. She made sure it was fed and dry. She never left it for grown-up only parties, and she 
did not beat it. She did not want to break Tiny Tears.
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D.J. and Richard often left the children alone. When the parents, left Dickey 
was in charge. At seven Dickey had learned from his father temper and from his mother 
easiness of anger. He didn’t like Barbie loving that doll. He didn’t like five-year-old 
Barbie disobeying him. He went chasing after Barbie, and, trying to avoid his fists she 
abandoned the doll. She took refuge, like she did from her parents, in the locked door to 
her bedroom.
Dickey banged on the door with his open palm, then with his fists. Barbie did not 
dare open the door. Dickey was quite a bit larger than Barbie.
“Open this door,” Dickey yelled.
“No,” Barbie yelled back.
“Open this door. I ’m gonna hurt you,” Dickey’s eyes fell to the doll.
“No.”
“Open this door, or I ’ll break your doll.”
“Dickey, don’t.”
Dickey picked up the doll and flung it by the feet against the doorjam b until the 
head shattered.
Barbie hurt much worse than if she had let Dickey hit her.
The green wooden house stood next to the cold water of Grand Lake, Colorado. 
The pull o f the lake’s tide brought the sand from the public beach down the shore and 
discarded it in front of the house. Barbie and Dickey and Mardie all happily took the sand
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into their own territory and enjoyed the grains beneath their feet, even as the visitors 
tried not to cut their feet on the rocks just up the beach. Richard made an appearance at 
the weekends. D.J. lay outside most of the day, martini in hand. Here she had no concern 
for the children. The family went to the cabin, as they called the two-story house, each 
summer, and they brought with them a hired nanny.
The year Dickey was ten, Barbie was eight, and Mardie was six, Ingrid, the nanny 
stood between the children and total freedom.
“I don’t like her much,” said Barbie.
Mardie scooped sand up between her toes and kicked it at Dickey.
“Stop that,” Dickey said, launching his own attack.
“Me either,” said Mardie.
“You either, what?” Dickey got up and walked towards the motorboat.
“I don’t like Ingrid much, either,” Mardie closed her eyes to the sun.
“Can’t get rid of her though.”
“She doesn’t like mice,” Barbie put her feet in the lake’s glacier fed water.
“She really wouldn’t like one in her bed,” Mardie started to giggle. Barbie and 
Dickey launched themselves at her and tickled until she screamed, “Uncle. Uncle.”
Dickey, Barbie and Mardie spent most o f that summer trying to catch mice. They 
tried first among the trees, so that in their house their absence could not be questioned. 
Mardie spotted mice near a pine, stomped her feet, and hoped the mice would run into
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Barbie and Dickey’s hands. The mice would scare, but never ran toward the older 
McCusker children.
The children moved closer to the glacier fed stream thinking that they would trap 
the animals between the water and a small circle of their feet. They left food on the 
bottom of the family’s boats, thinking they’d watch until the mice tried to take it, but the 
mice would only scamper up the side and into the hull when the children’s presence was 
required at dinner. Mardie knew better than the others how to catch mice, and when the 
months of summer had worn on with no mouse to frighten Ingrid with, she took them to 
the nearby stables. With a shoebox, and all their knowledge of how not to catch mice, 
they caught a small one.
Barbie and Mardie snuck their little bodies into Ingrid’s room, lifted her bed 
sheet, dumped the mouse into the bed, threw a sheet over him, and scampered back to 
their own beds. They listened to her scream, listened to her feet running from the room 
and outside. Ingrid did not quit the next morning, because though the children had 
learned to control her sense o f safety, they hadn’t learned to control their own laughter.
The next year, the new nanny walked in her sleep. Usually she walked straight out 
the front door. It was easy enough to lock the door behind her and let her think she had 
locked herself out of the house. With the water a couple hundred feet from that door, that 
was the closest they ever came to getting rid of a nanny.
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Barbie, Dickey, and Mardie enjoyed their ship-appointed caretaker. She did not 
yell. She did not drink. She did keep them away from their parents and Richard’s mother, 
Edna. Barbara liked the idea o f traveling to the Middle East. Her maternal grandmother, 
Anna, had told her the stories o f Scheherazade over the cookies Anna brought to the 
house on Cherry Street. Barbie liked Anna’s cookies and stories better than Edna’s 
vacations and expensive clothes. But, if  not for Edna, Barbie would not have gotten to 
see the lands o f the stories Anna told her.
The family stood together on the boat’s shining deck as the boat brought the shore 
into view.
D.J. leaned to the right then to the left o f Richard to put the brakes on his 
wheelchair. The family had, by then, grown used to the multiple sclerosis diagnosis. The 
wheelchair had not made the man any less mean. It just made it harder for Richard to 
grab hold of his children to hurt them.
Barbie stood with Dickey on one side o f her and Mardie on the other. She 
bounced with her excitement.
“Stop that,” said Mardie taking her hand out of Barbie’s.
“What?”
“You’re yanking my arm.”
“Sorry.”
Dickey smiled. The idea of getting off the ship made him glad. He had adventure 
in his head. He’d listened as his parents had planned the trip. H e’d seen the men with
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guns on the evening news. His friends would be jealous when he told what the men 
looked like up close and in real life.
The six traveled together through countries tom between west and east, careful 
not to enter Israel before their last stop. The Isreal’s stamp in their passports would have 
given them the appearance of supporters o f the country. Barbie did not find the land of 
her hero. She found herself in American style hotels, at dinners with other Americans, on 
streets built for westerners to see.
When their trip was almost over they walked through a deep ditch into Israel. 
Children and adults all kept their hands far above their heads, knowing that they could be 
shot them at any moment, and when they stepped across the Israeli border they quickened 
their steps into a run.
Passports marked, and checked into the Hilton Tel Aviv, Richard fell ill. Edna 
returned to the States, leaving D.J. with three young children and a sick husband.
“You will not leave this hotel,” D.J. told the children.
The children nodded; though, Barbara rolled her eyes at Dickey.
“In fact, you will not leave this room.”
This time Mardie rolled her eyes. Barbie elbowed her in the ribs.
The children, precocious enough with the supervision of nannies were left to their 
own devices. They found ways to entertain themselves alone. For a short while they 
played hide and seek in the room, but there were only a few reasonable hiding places.
“What’s that thing next to the toilet for?” Asked Mardie.
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“You’re supposed to sit on it,” said Dickey.
“Yeah, you should’ve sat on it when you finished using the bathroom.” Barbie 
encouraged Mardie.
“Go on. Sit on it and turn it on,” said Dickey.
Mardie went into the bathroom and closed the door. She pulled up her skirt, sat on 
the bidet, and turned the handle as far as it would go. The water spouted up. Mardie 
yelled and ran. She turned the bidet all the way up, and when she jumped the water hit 
the ceiling.
Dickey and Barbie lay on the floor laughing. Barbie couldn’t stop, but Dickey 
said, “Turn it off.”
“No,” said Mardie.
Barbie turned to Dickey, “You do it.”
Dickey took his big brother tone, “It was your idea.”
They went on like that while the water flooded under the door and up to the bed. 
They watched it enter the hallway, and when the manager knocked on the door they let 
him turn the bidet off. Luckily D.J. was too wrapped up in her husband to care.
Their days, alone in the hotel room, continued to bore the children. They 
remembered how the toilet paper roll had gotten soaked in the bathroom flood, and 
thought it would have made a good spit wad. They only needed someone unsuspecting to 
throw them at, and a way of making their oversized creations move fast enough to make a 
gratifying splat. Boredom, for those three, moved them to creativity.
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They opened the glass doors to the balcony Mardie laid down so that she could 
not be seen by the cars below. Barbie stood next between the open door and the wall. 
Dickey soaked the toilet paper rolls, handed them to Barbie who handed them to Mardie 
who dropped them on passing cars. As they heard each splat, and the ensuing yells from 
below, they laughed and laughed. They’d watch the military men with their guns look up 
towards their window, but with Mardie on the ground and Dickey and Barbie hidden 
behind the wall from sight, those men never did spot them. Their boredom did not take 
possession of them again until they left the land of oil and war.
By the time Barbie was sixteen she wanted to be called Barbara, had no desire to 
be called after a large breasted doll. Barbara had learned to hate her mother’s alcohol.
Her mother’s friends would invite D.J. over, give her a series o f drinks, always martinis 
and when D.J.’s anger at how her own life, her children, had turned out, the friends called 
D.J.’s children. “Your mother’s out of control again, come get her.”
Barbara drove. Dick road shotgun. Mardell took the back. They rang the doorbell 
o f the offending house. Even against D.J.’s loud and violent objections, Barb and Dick 
would wrestle her out the door while Mardell gathered her things. For a time they each 
mumbled their apologies. After repeating the incident uncountable times, the children 
glared their goodbyes to whoever had poured the vodka and vermouth.
It took the three o f them to get their railing mother into the backseat. Dick sat on 
one side, Mardell on the other. Barbara took the wheel. Through the rearview mirror she
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watched her brother holding their mother down. Mardell tried to keep their mother’s 
arms in the backseat. They knew from experience that D.J. was liable to grab Barb’s 
shoulders in order to force Barb to pull over.
“There’s nothing wrong with me. I was having a good time then you had to come 
ruin it.” She called her children dimwits, bastards. She wished them dead. She wished 
herself never married, never a mother, anything but picked up and taken home by her 
ungrateful children.
When they arrived back at the house on Cherry Street, the children did not notice 
the view o f the mountains as they wrestled her into the house. They hoped that the 
neighbors wouldn’t notice.
Mardell and Barbie would wrestle their mother out o f her pearls and high-heeled 
shoes. They’d take down her hair, and remove her dress before they pushed her into her 
bed. Sometimes Dick would have to sit outside her room holding the door shut until D.J. 
passed out. Other times it was easier. Each of them would then tend their bruises. Their 
mother’s elbows were well-adapted weapons; her nails bit easily and drew blood.
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Saturday, November 19,1994
Mom woke on that Saturday morning, more lucid than we had hoped for. It would 
not have been miraculous, if  we had chosen to believe the doctors. Anymore, Mom never 
believed the doctors. It was a matter of loyalty for us all to follow her system o f belief. 
She refused doctors any authority.
She woke and spoke to us. Someone must have explained to her what had 
happened. Not only had her body betrayed her, but it had done so in a way she had not 
considered. How she must have had to change her mind-frame to understand a new 
process o f illness. She did not easily grasp the idea o f stroke, since for so long she had 
embraced the idea o f kidney failure. She knew herself first as transplant patient, later as 
mother and woman. Finally, she had known herself as a woman who would die of 
diseased kidneys twenty-some-odd years after she had borne the miracle o f receiving 
parts o f others’ bodies. Her body’s failure changed again how she would view herself. It 
could not have been an easy jump of the mind.
During that morning’s first visit the doctor asked her, “Where are you?”
“The hospital,” she answered, sure o f herself.
“Who are you?”
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“Carter. I know that’s wrong, but his name starts with C, and he’s at least as big 
of an idiot.” My mother, forever the on the political right laughed, a real laugh.
“I only ask that one because I get funny answers,” the doctor explained.
The news seemed to send Mom home in time for Thanksgiving dinner the 
following Thursday. They’d leave her in the ICU through the night, move her to rehab on 
the fifth floor on Sunday, and release her to out patient rehabilitation on Wednesday. The 
relief was infinite. How graciously I accepted the doctor’s words. I smiled at him and 
said thank you in the way my mother had taught me young ladies did, and in the way, I 
was learning gave me some sense o f control. That flash of eyes, and a smile from a big- 
busted sixteen-year-old girl, and I could get just about any man to do what I wanted. I 
wanted my mother home for Thanksgiving; I wanted her well, and I would use any 
manipulation to get her that way.
Word o f Mom’s illness had spread quickly. As ICU rules go, the one forbidding 
anyone but immediate family to visit had saved her the humiliation o f my father’s 
parishioners wandering through, looking at her with pity, and feeling themselves good 
people for making the effort. ICU rules, though, allow visits from the clergy. A loophole 
that allowed the comfort of the dying. A loophole that normally worked, but we were a 
family that knew clergy. We knew a lot o f clergy. The three o f us that claimed immediate 
family status cramped Mom’s room, so when the clergy came in, four o f them together, 
seven o f us had to fit poorly around her bed.
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I have known people who believed fervently in the power o f prayer. Who, when 
they lay in their own hospital rooms, would have felt themselves incredibly blessed if 
they had had five clergy members laying on their hands and praying. I have known 
people who took great comfort in my father visiting their hospital rooms with the small 
communion set I was forbidden to play tea party with, but often found myself washing. 
Those people have been that much more grateful when I have come with Dad in order to 
take communion with them. Once I drank the bitter grape juice seven times in one day. 
Once, I believed that by swallowing bread and turned grape juice I was providing 
comfort, and that made me a good person.
But my mother, who had for two decades kept her illness private, was not 
grateful. Though, as these men gathered with her two daughters and her husband and laid 
on their hands, she accepted them. She did fervently believe in the power o f prayer. She 
believed that her god could intervene. And as I laid my hands on her body, I believed, 
too. I think, though, that she did not resist the breach of her privacy because she was 
minister’s wife. She enjoyed her status, supported the women in the church, and pushed 
for change. If she had refused the part the clergy took on that day, she would have made 
the church, of which my father was minister, believe that she no longer held her god high. 
It would have been a political mess, and she knew that.
They laid on their hands and my mother, who took pride in how well she dressed, 
lay in a hospital bed in a hospital gown. She smiled for them, but I knew she did not want 
anyone outside the family to see her. The catheter bag at the end of the bed made it clear
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that she could not urinate on her own. A comb had not run through her hair since 
Wednesday morning. Her body, sticky with the sweat it used to rid itself o f toxins instead 
o f her kidneys, made the lack of bathing clear. Tubes came from walls and entered her 
bruised skin, and these men still insisted on praying over her.
It is the nature of ministers to pray loud and long when they are on show. They 
pray louder and longer when they are amongst one another, bringing to mind 
competitions o f strength among high school-aged boys. They drone on in practiced 
monotone, and if you know them beyond their call from their god, it is easy to 
concentrate instead on the way their hands gather together petting themselves into the 
fury o f request to high power. They do not play the balance that public speakers play 
between keeping the attention of their audience and o f boring them to the point o f 
wandering thoughts. Ministers assume they are being heard. They feel called to speak the 
words of their god.
These men each thought that they had to say their own prayer. Never mind for 
them that they had entered during my family’s ten minutes with my mother, that we were 
not allowed to see her again for two hours.
They prayed, and while they prayed, the right side o f my mother’s body, the side 
she had lost control of, gained for her a sort of dignity, she could not have used 
otherwise. Her right hand moved up to her left breast, stopping the preacher, who’d been 
droning through his turn. He apologized for his shock.
“You’ve always been an S.O.B.,” she said.
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Her family laughed. The preacher laughed. We all nodded like this was normal 
behavior for a stroke victim. Jenifer, Dad and I laughed because we had heard her saying 
it before; we knew she meant it. She’d found convenience in the wandering o f her right 
hand. As I took it, she watched, saying, “Let it be, it’s been years since I ’ve been felt up. 
It’s a nice surprise.”
I knew that my embarrassment wasn’t necessary. I knew that she was making the 
best o f a bad situation. I was grateful that she wasn’t yelling at us for allowing her to be 
an invalid, someone who could not feel the entire right side o f  her body, but it still 
seemed to me that she should have at least tried to keep her right hand from her left 
breast. I held it down to the bed until she told me to give it to her. I handed my mother 
her own hand, putting her right wrist in her left palm—a palm that was not strong enough 
to do anything but follow her right arms movement.
The ministers took up our ten minutes, and left the three o f us alone together. We 
sat far apart. Not one of us wanted to be alone. Nor could we quite understand how to be 
with the others.
We were left like this only for a short while, relieved to find that our lives would not be 
drastically changed. Jenifer decided she would still spend the holiday with Brian, but 
Gram was on her way. Our house would hold four at its holiday table.
I volunteered to buy the Thanksgiving fixings.
“Get a big turkey,” my father said.
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I made a list. A long list. A list that I would later learn not to make if it required 
carrying in the groceries myself.
“I ’d like my glasses,” was Mom’s only request. Cataracts had been clouding her 
vision for years. She’d finally accepted bifocals the fall before. We were all blurs in her 
vision. Jenifer and I were only identifiable from each other by our height, Dad by his 
wide body. She wanted to know who we were. She wanted to come out o f  the fear with 
full sight. I added her glasses to my list.
She also wanted her hair washed. She wanted to bathe. Mostly, I think, she 
wanted to be presentable. She whispered to us, knowing the family only rule, that she 
wished to see her friend Melba before Melba began her vacation in Florida. Before 
anyone went to pick up Gram, before I went to gather groceries, we asked when Joey 
would take her next shift, and planned to provide my mother with a sister. A woman tall 
and brown haired like her, not Mardell who had died twenty-years before, but Melba who 
my mother took piano lessons from on Tuesday nights.
I had never known my mother to have a friend. Although she spoke to the 
mothers o f Jen’s friends and my friends, she held herself back. She did not speak o f the 
pain o f motherhood, and never mentioned the wounds ongoing illnesses bring. I had seen 
my mother invite others into our home, to give solace, and to give strength, but I had 
never seen her take solace outside of the family. I had never heard her utter words of 
distress unless it was to my father or to me. She had, throughout my childhood, hidden 
herself within the folds o f the family she had created. In Melba she found a friend. She
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never came home right after her piano lesson. Dad and I called and asked if we should 
have dinner without her. Usually the answer was yes. Usually she did not come home 
until late. Had she been a teenager with a curfew, she would have broken it to be with 
Melba.
I have sat in the same kitchen drinking tea with my mother’s friend. I used to ask 
her what went on those Tuesday nights. She said they played the piano that my mother 
loved the piano. I knew this though, and Melba has always told me only what I already 
knew. Theirs was a true friendship in which nothing left their fellowship. My mother kept 
the same silence. I do not ask Melba anymore, because now she keeps my secrets in her 
silent way, and for her silence I will deny myself the knowledge o f those Tuesday nights. 
More than anyone else in that community, more than me or my sister, perhaps, more than 
my father, Melba knew the woman who was my mother. As I left for the store, grabbing 
Mom’s sweater before Jenifer could, Jenifer and Dad prepared for Gram’s arrival, and to 
imply the sisterhood between my mother and Melba.
There were two Schnuck’s groceries in town, equidistance from the hospital, but I 
had another errand to run, an apology to make, someone to comfort. I, the daughter who 
witnessed my mother’s stroke ridden body removed from my house, had broken the 
covenant. I had spoken o f my mother’s illness. Her youngest child, I had tried to find my 
importance in the world by telling the story, the myth o f my mother. I had sinned the 
week before and broken silence because even I did not believe in the severity o f my
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mother’s body’s breakdown. Now, I, who had said that she would continue to live, had 
to go and explain to Jenny that I had been wrong. My mother’s illness had caused her to 
recognize the ability of mothers to be ill. I carried good news, though. My mother would 
not die.
The University of Southern Indiana hosted the speech meet that Saturday. Those 
o f my peers who held bigger college dreams called it West Side High. I knew I would 
find Jenny in the conglomerate of new buildings surrounding the two older ones. As I 
walked the university halls, people I knew only from Saturday competition greeted me. 
They looked me in the eye to give me directions to the rooms in which Jenny was 
practicing poetry. They did not know.
I sat outside that college classroom and waited until she opened the door to let 
herself out to make myself known.
“I wanted to tell you my mother will be all right,” I said.
“I know.” Jenny did not need my Saturday interruption. She focused on my shoes, 
“Want to go to lunch?”
“No, gotta go to the store,” I didn’t know why I’d stopped. “I just wanted to tell 
you I’m sorry for telling you about Mom.”
“It’s not what happened to her,” Jenny had not made the connection between the 
story I told, and the reality I was living.
I grabbed a grocery cart and wondered if that was what it was like to be an adult. I 
had a grocery cart, a blank check, an admonishment from my father not to spend more
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than a hundred dollars, and the world seemed free and endless. I could put anything I 
wanted to into that cart. I could hand over the check, and all the purchases would be 
mine. I wanted things my mother would never buy, but was slowed by the reality that 
Mom would be home on Thursday to take note o f my poor spending. I bought only what 
was on the list.
After much frustration, I found pie filling on an end cap, piecrust far from its 
usual comer next to a display o f an orange and red turkey. And I dropped my keychain, 
splitting in two the gift my mother had given me the day before her stroke. I picked it up 
and put it in my pocket.
It is an odd thing to burst into tears in the grocery store, to hide one’s face with 
long hair to keep the other shoppers from noticing a sixteen-year-old in tears. I went from 
the proud daughter who was helping to a weeping child leaned over a cart. My breath 
came quickly. I bunched my stomach and tried to keep the sobs down. In that keychain, I 
thought I had lost the last gift my mother would give me. Such a small thing, worth less 
than a dollar, I thought.
I went through my mind for every word I had uttered against my mother in the 
weeks before, believed I could change their effect if  only I had managed to keep the 
keychain in one piece. I no longer felt strong. The weakness in me I recalled from being a 
child and wishing for the comfort of my mother when she was three hundred miles gone 
at a conference, unable to comfort me by telephone. She had hung up, and left me to my 
father. His was not the same kind of comfort. The only way I could make up for acting
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like the sixteen-year-old I was, I thought, was to do exactly as my father had requested.
I bought a twenty-four pound turkey for a dinner at which four people were expected. He 
had said big.
Mom rested, and no longer used her glasses. The doctors said this was normal, 
and I broke the rule against believing the doctors because I wanted her to wake again, to 
come home on Thursday. I passed Mom’s glasses to the nurse, who put them on the shelf 
above her head.
Melba came and we called her sister to my mother. She came and walked through 
the ICU doors. And I, the child who was always afraid o f mischief, always sure I was 
being watched, always afraid of what telling small lies would take from me, worried. The 
round table was no comfort. Though the nurses knew Melba could not be a relation, they 
let her through the doors. My hands ran themselves across the breaking varnish and 
chipped it, looking for the feel o f naked wood. I wanted Melba to come back out both to 
comfort me, and so that I could be assured that the doctors and nurses would not find our 
deception and deny me access to my mother’s waning body. I wanted Melba to tell me 
that my mother would live. I wanted her to sit with me, to assure me in that place of no 
assurances. I knew she couldn’t, and so I picked at the wood.
Silence came to the hospital only in noise. At ten o’clock, three full hours after 
visiting hours had ended, came the trolley o f blankets and pillows. The back left and 
front right tires trying to turn in opposite directions fought against the nurse who pushed
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them towards the night people. I stayed that night too, though Mom worked in her 
sleep to become well, though she had given us reason to have faith that she would return 
to the parsonage on Meadow Lane. A street whose name she had fallen in love with.
My sleep was reckless. My body wanted to roll like it did in the twin bed at home. 
Twice I jerked awake as the chair rebalanced itself, saving me from the pull o f gravity 
and the weight of a hospital lounger. I turned my left ear to the side o f the chair. This 
time I knew the ringing in it meant ear infection. I knew, but I also knew that if my 
mother lay in an ICU I could not be sick. Fear I told myself, love for my mother, I told 
myself, would keep me well. While I waited for the silence I was used to sleeping in, I 
heard the opening and shutting of shift change doors, and with my eyes closed saw the 
old nurse point out me then Jenifer, across the room to the new nurse. Dad wandered. 
Whether inside the hospital walls or not, he wandered. And as my eyes wandered back 
into the restlessness o f machines too far away for me to hear, and nurses shoes keeping 
quiet pace on the floor, I wanted to understand that the situation, the moments o f my life I 
was living, could not be worse.
Though I thought I heard the phone ring, I did not hear the phone ring. Instead, 
the nurses voice, “Ms. Alonzo, Ms. Alonzo.” Why didn’t she call me Rachael? Why 
didn’t she wake Jenifer across the room? There’s a phone call for your father. I did not, 
still do not, know where he had gone. And though I could not sleep, my body moved as if 
deep in dream. My arms too heavy, I wanted to say to her like I did my mother on school
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mornings, let me stay here warm in bed. I stood and passed the ICU doors, used now to 
their orange color, I considered drawing blue crayon stars on them.
Nurses keep their phones well away from prying hands. This one’s cord barely 
allowed it to sit on top o f the station, but that was enough to connect me the thirty miles 
to Poseyville.
“Your dad called, not long ago,” Sister Lita, my father’s friend, said.
A savior for me came across that line. Someone to be in charge o f Dad, to know 
where he had gone, to keep his pacing in a limited space. Sister Lita, his buddy, he called 
her.
“You’re my dad’s buddy?” I knew they worked together on community events. I 
knew he respected her. I knew that she, as part o f the Catholic ministerial staff, did not 
fall into the group my father ministered to. She didn’t understand my comment. “You’re 
my dad’s buddy.”
“I suppose I am.”
“You’ve got to take care of him. Nobody is taking care o f him,” I did not pause 
for her to speak. “He won’t let anyone take care o f him.”
“And what about you?”
“I’m fine.” I really thought, as I watched my mother’s unmoving body, through 
the glass on the other side of the nurses’ station, that I would be fine now that Lita had 
called.
“What are you doing there so late? Are you sleeping in the hospital?”
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“Praying.” It seemed the only answer.
“I’ll come by and see you in the morning.”
“And you’ll take care o f my dad.”
“I’ll take care o f your dad.”
And when I returned to my recliner bed, I could not sleep. I could only do as I had 
told Lita I was already doing—pray.
Hospitals have a power over those who sit and wait for either assured life or the 
slow movement o f death through loved ones. Once, Mom worked in one. We met her in 
the hospital’s cafeteria. I didn’t even stand high enough to walk through the turnstiles. 
After dinner we always went to the nursery to watch the babies. I did not know where the 
nursery was at in Deaconess. I could not use my mother’s remedy for the sickness of 
those who wait. Night and day no longer mattered. I shut my eyes between ten-minute 
visits, and listened to my sister’s breathing while we waited through the night for the next 
period of visits.
While Mom’s body rested, I wonder if she truly rested, or if  she considered the 
choices she had. Did she wonder if  it would be too hard to leave us? Did she wonder if it 
would be easy to slip away? But then I do not give her enough credit. She was a 
minister’s wife, a person of tremendous faith. She knew that she could live and that there 
would be a struggle in continuing her life. She knew, was sure, that in death she would 
find her god ready to greet her. I want to believe that she was not sure o f how heaven 
would greet her. I want to believe that she would be afraid o f leaving the three o f us
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alone, but as much as she knew that Aunt Lou, Aunt Helen, Mardell, and Grandpa Joe 
would greet her, she assured herself that the mortal and the immortal would hold us up 
and love us. Still, she must have had moments when her faith failed her; she must have 
considered becoming more aware.
While her exhaustion lured her back into coma, mine rocked me into movement. I 
paced. I moved from second floor to first. I moved from first to second. I took the stairs, 
avoided the elevators. Their doors gave me too much opportunity to cry and be 
interrupted. I’d always cried privately.
As I passed through the medical surgical unit, I ’d smile at the families in that 
waiting room, I grasped the hands of old men whose wives were full o f cancer. But I 
knew better than revealing my own fear, the hole in my own chest. I could not sleep. 
Since I could not sleep, I revealed both without realizing it, but was too exhausted to 
accept the strength in others offered hands. While Mom slept through exhaustion, I 
quaked through my own.
The others, the ones who saw my pain through my facade, told me the things that 
others had told them. Though they remembered their own angry reactions to the 
platitudes, they lacked better words and repeated the platitudes to me. There was always 
hope, but I had not lost my hope. God always had a reason for his choices, but I did not 
want the kind o f God that had room for ICU’s. While in the coma she would be able to 
meet with Jesus. Screw Jesus, I thought. Jesus got to be Jesus; he didn’t need my 
mother’s company as well.
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But the more exhausted I became, the more I wanted their words to be true. I 
wanted comfort in the same way that I thought I was comforting. Wake, believe, buy in, I 
said to myself. My ears hurt; I had to ask the old ladies to speak up. Dad’s parishioners 
felt my forehead, and suggested I sleep at home. They were sure that the place was 
making me sick, that I would sleep better thirty miles from my mother’s bedside. They’d 
sat more illness watches than I had; they knew better the possibility o f her returning 
home the same woman she had left. They were probably right. I wouldn’t budge, though. 
Going outside, taking the car through the fall colors, through the rain, seemed a betrayal 
that would kill my mother, and so I stayed. I spent another sleepless night, wandering
into the ICU to watch the air go in and out o f her body.
*
The sore throat started out mildly. Barbara’s voice rasped just a little. She went 
about her day anyway. At sixteen she wanted the world. She filled out her application to 
the Georgetown School o f Foreign Affairs, and knew that though her father could get her 
in, she was good enough to be accepted on her merit. She kept her grades high and her 
learning curve higher. There was never enough information for her. Barbara was not one 
o f the smart kids. She was one of the brilliant people.
Her throat hurt worse. She ran a fever. She got into bed. Mardell worried over 
her. Brought her cool rags and water. Dick checked in on her. She ate with the family. 
Then her throat throbbed, and Dick with a flashlight noted the white spots on the back of 
her throat.
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“Mother, you’ve got to call the doctor.”
“She’ll be fine.” D.J. downed another martini.
Mardell brought Tylenol. Mardell helped her sister into a bath o f cold tap water. 
Barbara’s sweat soaked through the sheets. She cried out when Mardell left her alone. 
Dick sat with her, held her hand. Mardell begged her to swallow food. Dick teased her 
pretending oatmeal on a spoon was an airplane. Barbara quit swallowing water. D.J. 
called her a lazy brat. God knows where Richard and his wheelchair were.
Barbara became delirious. She hallucinated school, Grand Lake, D.J. being kind. 
Mardell held her as her body jerked with fever. Dick read the thermometer as it rose. 
Barbara quit going to the bathroom, couldn’t lift her own head from the bed. Her skin 
turned yellow.
“Strep,” the doctor said.
“Strep. It has caused her kidneys to fail,” another doctor said. “She may well die.” 
But, Barbara was a lucky girl; the doctors wanted transplant kidneys. They were 
practicing, and though the family could pay, the procedure would be free.
Barbara was seventeen.
Barbara was a lucky young woman. The doctors pumped her full o f penicillin. 
Killed as much o f the bacteria as they could. They filtered her blood through glass tubes, 
washing it like her kidneys had before her throat had gone sore. They took her out o f the 
world she had known and into a white-walled private hospital room. She was lucky that 
her father could pay for a private room. She came in and out o f the fever. She began to
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recognize Mardell and Dick, and the sour breath o f an alcoholic mother. She heard her 
sister’s voice and tried to stay close to it even as the days came and went.
Barbara was lucky because somewhere on the roads outside Denver a driver 
miscalculated. Somewhere a child did not die as the car rolled, and went by ambulance to 
the emergency room. Somewhere a doctor told a fearful mother that her son would not 
live. Somewhere close enough to the hospital Barbara lay in, a mother gave her son’s 
kidneys to science. The little boy, some said, was lucky. He would live on in one Barbara 
A. McCusker—a seventeen-year-old woman. He would live on if  the transplant—one of 
the first in the nation, experimental at best—took.
They took one o f the boy’s kidneys and put it into Barbara’s body. The kidney 
went up front, so that the doctors would have easy access to it. Barbara was lucky. She 
survived the transplant.
She spent time in an ICU. They took her clothes from her. They took her glasses 
from her. The world blurred. She felt uncovered in an unfamiliar place. She survived the 
ICU, and they placed her with a roommate. They gave her less than a month to live. 
Barbara lived anyway.
They gave her a tutor. The tutor came five days a week and taught her what she 
would have otherwise learned in a classroom. Her grandmother and aunts brought her 
books which she devoured, but could not remember much after she read them.
She and the girl in the next bed became good friends. Together they learned 
doctor speak. They understood everything the doctors said to one another. The two girls
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pretended they understood nothing. Together they were teenagers, dreaming o f college, 
dreaming o f travel, dreaming of love. They dreamed most o f all o f leaving the hospital. 
“They think we are wasted lives,” said Barbara.
“Maybe we are,” said the young woman.
“Maybe we aren’t,” said Barbara.
They wanted to be young girls with dreams. Barbara thought they had become 
ways to make kidney transplants work well, work perfectly. She saw herself and all the 
young people on the floor as human beginnings to be experimented on. She saw no 
reason to be martyred.
“That boy down the hall is pretty cute,” said the young woman.
“They say he has a perfect match,” Barbara said.
“A perfect match,” the young woman looked Barbara in the eye. “The doctors are 
changing his medication.” Within days, the young woman said, “That boy down the hall. 
That boy. H e’s dead.”
“A useless death,” said Barbara.
“A wasted life,” said the young woman. “Like us, a wasted life.”
The women grieved together. They saw the young man’s death repeated in many 
o f their floor mates. The doctors played with the women’s medication as well. They 
feared their own deaths. No one would ask their opinions before risking their futures. 
“After all,” said Barbara, “We’re futureless.”
Barbara’s roommate saw a beautiful spring day.
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“I want to breathe the fresh air,” said the young woman. “I want to sit in the 
window and breathe the fresh air.” She walked to the window and stepped her feet into it. 
She breathed the spring air. “I remember being happy,” she said. “I remember,” she said 
pushing herself out the window.
Barbara wanted to follow her but did not.
The doctors continued their experimenting. The boy’s kidney began to fail. Her 
skin was full and yellow from too many medications and too little kidney function. A 
new kind o f lucidity overtook her. She watched from above as the doctors began, through 
glass tubes, to remove her blood. The doctors, with dialysis, cleaned her blood like her 
kidneys should have. She had become used to this. She hated every moment o f it and 
more she hated all of the people who so desperately wanted her to live. She hated herself 
for not sitting with her friend, for not pushing herself out the window. She hated those 
who wanted her to live so that they could love her. She hated those who wanted life so 
that they could find themselves marvelous in the ongoing dawn o f medical miracles.
One of the doctors was young enough for Barbara to be attracted to. Barbara was 
old enough to try to hide her body from his cold, always cold, doctoring hands.
She watched the blood run into the glass. She watched the blood reenter her body. 
This one part o f her could escape her imprisonment. It left her for another prison. It 
entered glass more sterile than her veins. She watched the glass-tubing break. She was 
grateful for the blood’s exit from her. She knew this would kill her. This would be the 
end—how wonderful that she would not resort to suicide. Suicide, a word she kept close,
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but did not utter. The blood was beautiful, more beautiful was the sight of her body 
lying below her, and almost rapturous was the light, until it faded into the yellowed bulbs 
o f the hospital room.
She had been momentarily happy. The attractive doctor forced air into her lungs. 
He banged his hands on her body. Her naked body, stripped o f the hospital gown she’d 
worn. Stripped of dignity that was already gone, and o f any notion o f humanity. She 
would remember that man’s face, she would look for him in the streets o f Denver for 
close to twenty-years. She hoped to humiliate him as well. She hoped to demand from 
him an explanation for making her live. It had been time, she said, to die.
To give Barbara the gift of being a girl for a moment, the nurses only needed a 
potato, ice, a needle, two safety pins, and a lookout. They needed the lookout because 
some o f the doctors came in late at night. The potato kept one nurse from stabbing 
Barbara in the neck. The ice numbed Barbara’s ears. The nurses used the two safety pins 
as earrings. Unlike other girls, her doctors, not her parents, had forbidden her to pierce 
her ears. The doctors were concerned about infection.
The nurses were concerned with her psyche. They were almost caught because no 
one could keep their voices down, and everyone kept laughing. Barbara was joyful, as the 
doctors complained loudly. Although the infection did come, she was grateful. She knew 
she had lost being a young woman. She knew that she would not go to Georgetown; she
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would never be a diplomat. She knew that she was an experiment—one gone right as far 
as the doctors were concerned.
She was handed a high school diploma and told that she would die. They, the 
people who would be the great They in her life, released her from the hospital with a 
warning not to pursue anything important. There was no point, They said, in pursuing 
something she would not finish.
Though released from the hospital, Barbara was neither released from the 
prediction o f death nor from the rules o f the studies o f which she was a part. She took the 
medications she had been given to keep the boy’s kidneys from being rejected by the rest 
o f her body. She sat and waited to die. Her family watched her, spoke to her in hushed 
tones, and waited for her to die. D.J. kept on drinking and, along with Richard, kept up 
the abuse and neglect o f their children.
Though Red Dot Oil continued to make money, it did not make enough for 
Richard, who had taken over his father’s role as president of the Colorado company. 
Richard liked to throw parties to impress his friends, to prove his own wealth, his own 
worth. The deterioration o f his wealth followed the deterioration o f his body. The 
multiple sclerosis that ravaged his body had also worked into his mind. He found himself 
a well-hated man, something he took pride in, something he felt made him more of a
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man. But the parties, combined with the slowing of revenue, meant the millionaire was 
becoming cash poor.
Richard went to his mother, Edna; he knew she controlled the money John had 
left for Mardell, Dick, and Barbara. Maybe he overestimated how much; probably he 
knew exactly how much Edna controlled. He asked her for a loan. She refused him. She 
told him her wealth would pass directly from her to her grandchildren. She hated 
Richard, and her revenge came in denying him money.
Edna saw Barbara waiting to die. Edna recognized her granddaughter’s 
depression. Edna called Barbara to the nursing home she lived in—the best nursing home 
in Denver.
“Go to college,” said Edna.
“No point,” said Barbara.
“Go to college,” said Edna.
The two women agreed that Barbara should stay close to the Denver doctors. 
Barbara wanted to get away from the family that only acknowledged her as the dying 
child, the pitied one. The two women one young and dying, one old and living, decided 
that Colorado State University would be the best place for Barbara.
As Barbara prepared to leave, D.J. took the phone call that informed her o f Edna’s 
death. Without doctor’s orders, without the family’s request, without medication, Edna
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had been loaded into an ambulance to be moved from the best nursing home, to a less 
attentive one. Edna died a few days later.
Barbara left for college believing her father had had her grandmother murdered.
Richard was angered to find that his wife had been named the trustee o f the 
children’s inheritances.
“You’ll turn that money over to me,” Richard told D.J.
“I won’t.” D.J. felt the power she now held over her husband. She believed 
Richard had had his mother killed; she knew, if  she let him near the money, he would 
spend it before her children could inherit it.
Barbara packed her bags, took only a few things with her. Though she regretted 
leaving Mardell and Richard behind her, she knew that she needed to be a normal young 
woman, a woman who could be thought of as something, anything, other than the name 
o f the procedure that had saved her—a kidney transplant.
Barbara took her last name, McCusker, and joined a sorority as a legacy. She 
understood math and politics, but could not make herself find a wider meaning in the 
literature classes. If she had, she would have been a straight A student. She made young 
women friends, and enjoyed the company of the men from the fraternity down the road.
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She found herself more daring than the women who surrounded her; they rarely 
joined her in her practical jokes. She found one woman, though, who wanted more 
excitement than their freshman year was providing them.
Together the two skipped a class, waited for their sorority sisters to leave, and 
took one bra from each of the women’s drawers and latched the left side o f one to the 
right side o f the next until they had made a rope o f undergarments. They were proud o f 
their work, and prouder when the successfully sneaked into the fraternity house and hung 
their work from one second floor window across to the other side o f building.
Their piece o f art did not last long. The men from the fraternity took it down, took 
it apart, and demanded that each sorority sister come and save her own bra. Barbara and 
her cohort watched giggling as each woman went to claim her garment. They told who 
had hung the rope. Practical jokes were no fun, Barbara said, if  the culprit was unknown. 
The housemother was unimpressed, but even she could not withhold a smile when her 
back was turned.
The smile didn’t last long. Before the end o f Barbara’s first year, the housemother 
knocked on her door, told her she had a phone call. Across the line, Barbara’s doctor 
spoke simple words, “Meet me at the hospital, now.”
Barbara did not pack her bags. She did not say goodbye to the women in the 
house. She returned to Denver. She crossed her legs and sat across the desk from the 
doctor.
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He said to her, “Your mother is dead. If  you want her kidney you have to take it 
now,” he looked across the desk at her. “It is the best possible match.”
“I want it.” Barbara knew a new transplant would give her a year or more. She did 
not process that D.J. was dead. She breathed the anesthetic deeply.
Richard used a small portion o f Barbara’s inheritance to pay for the second 
transplant. In that way, Barbara was the only McCusker child to see any of the money 
Nana had set aside for them.
Barbara recovered from the surgery only to find that her father had sold the 
family home. Barbara, Mardell, and Dick had three days to take what they wanted.
Along with his rejection o f the house, Richard decided he no longer wanted Mardell. 
Barbara and Dick would have to take her along with whatever they took from the house 
on Cherry Street.
Three days is not long to figure out what one wants from one’s childhood. The 
three did not take the handmade wooden puzzles or the blankets they’d wrapped 
themselves in for comfort. They left behind many o f the pictures, and most o f the 
furniture. Though they took with them their mother’s china and silver, though they took 
with them the dining room set and the cabinets, though they took the furniture from the 
room Barbara and Mardell had shared, they would remember only the things they left 
behind.
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They found a small apartment together, and Barbara and Dick took what jobs 
they could find. Mardell, they decided, would finish high school. Money got low, and 
Barb and Dick asked Mardell to take on a part time job. She took a job working in a 
lingerie department, but lost it when she refused to wear a bra. She was the most 
empowered o f the children in the early 1970s. Together they protested the Vietnam War; 
though, Mardell was the only one who could forget bills in order to consider politics.
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Sunday, November 20, 1994
By Sunday hope seemed hard to grasp. We did not attend church.
Byron, in his green Sunday sport coat, said, “Today I preached that when God 
closes a door, God opens a window.”
I had simply become too tired to identify those words as something people say. I 
wanted him to be right. Probably, he hadn’t intended me to take those words literally. 
When Byron walked around the comer toward the elevator, I looked toward the window. 
Someone, wanting this to be a friendly place, had hung curtains instead o f shades. I told 
myself that if I could open that window, Mom would be fine. I pulled back the curtain. In 
front o f me stood not glass but brick. The new addition hadn’t allowed for a window in 
that waiting room.
They came slowly that Sunday. A few at a time, in groups made of blood 
relationships, they came to hold us. Jenifer and Dad both smiled and put on their Sunday 
faces. I wanted to cry in the arms of the lines o f people, but my father and my sister both 
made their eyes slight. With the people from the church, we would not share our secrets; 
we would not break the code.
I refused comfort from the people who paid my father to comfort. To act afraid 
was to admit that there was something to fear. To act afraid was to admit that the secret 
o f my mother’s body was a secret too well kept. As they uttered their apologies for not 
knowing, we did not apologize. Each matriarch in her turn allowed tears to fall. They 
admitted that Mom had not looked well, had seemed yellow, had seemed slow. How
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could they have known, having spent two years in the presence o f her slowly 
deteriorating body, that she was preparing to die? The stroke, though, had not been part 
o f the plan. Now they knew one of her many secrets. I wondered if she wanted to live 
with their knowledge. I wondered if she would embrace them as friends, if  she would 
forgive me for doing so. I wondered and could not figure out what I was allowed to feel, 
what I was allowed to want. My grandmother had instructed me to pray, and yet I did not 
even know what to pray for.
When most folks had gone home to their own families, and turned their grief 
outward toward the support o f that small community to which my mother was important,
I heard the short gurgles o f Adrian Palmer, the youngest member o f my father’s 
congregation. The volunteer at the desk insisted that if  Adrian were any louder, her 
mother would have to take her downstairs, to the other side o f the sign that forbade 
anyone younger than fourteen near the patients. And when the five Palmers walked 
around the wall, I took up the child in my arms, and sat her in my lap. Mrs. Palmer, a 
teacher o f mine the year before, began her dialogue. She spoke o f all the things that 
happened outside the hospital, tried to remind us that there was a world outside. The 
child curled herself into my breast, and as I held her to me, I finally slept, this time aware 
o f the slow words o f Adrian’s siblings telling Jenifer and Dad about their days at school. 
They knew that Mom was sick, but they were too young to know the meaning without 
seeing her ill, and I rested in their assurance o f a world without fear o f the loss of
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mothers. Adrian woke with a wail, and the volunteer banished them. Adrian was 
disturbing people. And my mind and body returned to their disturbance.
That night I tried to remember holding Adrian. Still, I did not sleep.
*
Barbara took a job as a phlebotomist. She and Dick sent Mardell off to Colorado 
State, where she allowed her horse to shit on the steps to the president’s house. She didn’t 
like his politics and had learned the keys to a practical joke from Barbara. Mardell came 
home to see her sister and brother. She felt lucky that she had them to come home to.
Barbara worked midnights. They paid better. She developed a crush on one o f the 
night security guards and was taken off guard when his partner asked her out. She went 
out with the man, Tony, figuring he wouldn’t like her, but would recommend her to his 
partner. Turned out she liked Tony just fine, and he, her. His life as a bull and bronco 
rider in the rodeo excited her. Two weeks later he took her for a walk in the mountains.
“We should get married,” he said.
“All right,” she agreed.
Her Aunt Lou said, “Be careful Barbara. It isn’t easy being a stepmother.”
Barbara liked Tony’s two daughters, Cristy, five and Nikki, two; she ignored 
Lou’s advice.
Barbara’s great aunt Helen said, “This is awful quick.”
Barbara looked at her dumbfounded, and ignored Helen’s advice.
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Barbara took Tony to the doctor with her, so he would understand what was 
happening to her body.
“She’s only got six months,” the doctor said. “There’s no point in getting 
married.”
Barbara and Tony wanted to marry and ignored the doctor’s advice.
Two months after their first date, the two married. Richard had moved with a 
girlfriend to Mexico. He still could have attended the wedding. He chose to send a 
washer and dryer as a gift instead. Barbara decided to never speak to her father again. 
Tony advised her against it. Richard had, after all, sent a gift. Richard knew but did not 
realize that his daughter had married a cowboy who moonlighted as a security guard.
Barbara quit her job and waited to die. She spent time with her stepdaughters 
while their mother worked. It never occurred to her to get a job to allow the children’s 
mother to stay home with them. She grew to love Cristy and Nikki. Tony didn’t like 
coming home and finding that she still waited to die. He didn’t understand how she could 
sit and wait for a death that no one seemed to be able to predict. He told her so. She 
thought awhile, decided the doctors could shove their advice. She took a volunteer 
position watching court cases, making sure trials were fair. It wasn’t Georgetown. It 
would do.
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Barbara had been told by the doctors not to get pregnant. Hormones and 1974 
made Barbara sick. Condoms failed, and she was thrilled to find herself pregnant. Abort, 
the doctors said. No, Barbara said. Abort or the child will be deformed. The child will not 
survive to birth. No, Barbara said. Abort or you and the child will die. No. Barbara’s 
word was final.
She called Mardell, and Mardell embraced the idea o f being an aunt. Barbara 
called Dick, and Dick thought about drum sets to buy for the baby. She and her husband 
told Cristy and Nikki. Cristy worried the baby would mean Tony wasn’t her father any 
more. Nikki announced she knew where babies came from.
Barbara found tranquility for nine months. Tony worried. In the spring the baby 
came, and Barbara called her Jenifer and added Jean, the middle name o f both 
grandmothers. Tony sounded out the name and spelled J-e-n-i-f-e-r. The three of them 
stopped listening to the doctors.
Spring, the year that Jenifer was bom, brought green grass and the strong smell o f 
lilacs. When the lilacs had finished their two-week blooming, the sun became stronger 
and Barbara often took Jenifer to play in the grass near the elementary school. Mardell 
would come too. She was the aunt to the darling miracle child. She did not miss a day 
with Jenifer, when she had the time.
Barbara and her sister tried to teach Jenifer to blow dandelion seeds. Mardell held 
the stems and blew the white puff toward Jenifer and up, while Barbara blew her own at
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Mardell. They took turns holding the dandelions before Jenifer, trying to get her to 
help them blow. Jenifer laughed. Jenifer smiled. Jenifer did not understand that she was 
to blow too. She pointed at the white tuffs on the ground, reached her hands toward them, 
until her mother or her aunt picked one up and sent the weed’s seeds through the 
neighborhood.
Sometimes, Barbara would call Mardell and Mardell would have other plans. She 
was a younger woman than her sister, a woman more willing to embrace the foothills and 
the Rockies without heed to responsibility. Barbara did not touch the drugs her peers 
ingested. Mardell, calling her sister straight-edged, enjoyed pot, grew her own marijuana. 
She rode horses. She drove fast; she rejected the idea o f permanent jobs, o f permanent 
relationships, o f the kind of future Barbara had chosen.
Memorial Day weekend the year that Jenifer was bom, the year that Barb and 
Dick and Mardell gathered and celebrated a new generation, Barbara called Mardell. She 
asked her to watch Jenifer through the long weekend. Just hours before, Mardell had 
accepted an invitation to spend the weekend in Craig, Colorado. She would be unable to 
see her niece. Barbara understood, but was disappointed. She would have liked time 
alone with her husband.
She made the weekends plans without Mardell. Her husband’s mother and 
stepfather came to enjoy their granddaughter. Dick threw the baby in the air. He laughed
103
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
his way through Barbara’s attempts to get Jenifer to sleep. They played horseshoes 
and ate well.
Richard spent that holiday in Mexico, where he had built a house for himself and 
a lady friend. Neither Barbara, nor Dick, nor Mardell had heard from him in months. It 
was a relief. Richard’s body, racked now by the M.S., still held the volatile man they had 
known. A man who still did not care that he had abandoned his youngest child to the care 
of the two oldest children. Perhaps, each McCusker child thought, it was better without 
him.
Barbara laid a table o f barbequed meat, of steaks that were rare, o f steaks that 
were well done. She’d filled celery with processed cheese, opened three cans o f black 
olives. She and Dick put an olive on each o f Jenifer’s fingers. They remembered trying to 
eat the olives off of all o f their fingers while sliding down the banister at their great-aunt 
Helen’s house. They remembered Lou teaching them to do it. Jenifer licked them, and 
flicked them to the ground.
As the afternoon grew into evening, each guest took leave. The grandparents 
returned to the farm and the dogs in Watkins. The others, too, returned to their own 
homes. Barbara stood next to her kitchen window, ran the water in the sink hot, used 
more soap than was necessary. She blew the bubbles toward her daughter who rested in 
Tony’s arms. They all laughed, the youngest of them possessing his nose and her eyes. 
She laughed like Mardell.
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When the phone rang, Barbara lifted the receiver from the latch, and began 
untangling the ten-foot cord.
“Hello,” she said.
Her father’s voice came across the line, “Mardell’s dead. I thought you’d want to
know.”
Barbara fell with the phone. Her knees, her hips, her spine gave all at once. Her 
lungs expelled more air than they had in them. Barbara cried out. The scream was like no 
noise she had made before. It seemed to come from all the pain, from every moment of 
fear, o f anger, o f loathing. It seemed she was crying the self out o f her body. She poured 
out everything she was in the hope that she would be able to join Mardell.
These are things that I know:
Mardell was staying at friend’s trailer in Craig. She went to the bathroom.
A man in his early twenties pointed a gun at the trailer, fired once, fired a second 
time. He said he believed that the gun would go off on the third shot.
The second shot went through the wall o f the trailer, through M ardell’s back and 
into her lung.
The man was well-connected in Craig, and a jury determined that he was not at 
fault for Mardell’s death,
Mardell was still alive when the ambulance arrived. This was the most painful 
fact for my mother.
I know that John Richard McCusker II beat his children.
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I know that D.J. McCusker was an alcoholic. Her children often were called to 
take her from parties. She did not take her strep-ridden daughter to the hospital.
Dick, in a fit o f anger, broke the head o f my mother’s Tiny Tears doll.
All three children were involved in putting mice in the beds o f nannies and in 
locking one o f them out of the house.
Barbara and Dick tricked Mardell into sitting on the bidet. The three o f them 
threw toilet paper wads at cars from their hotel room in Israel.
My mother loved her sister and her brother.
I know that my mother believed that her father had both her maternal 
grandmother and her mother murdered.
I know many small pieces of information, and little more. My mother spoke of her 
history little, but every one o f her actions was dictated by that history.
I know that her hospital roommate threw herself from a window.
I know my mother watched herself bleed out during dialysis.
I know that my mother learned what pot looked like only when her sister 
informed her that she really shouldn’t keep the plant she was plant-sitting for in the front 
window.
I know that Mardell spent a lot o f time with my mother and Jenifer.
I know that my mother’s second kidney transplant consisted o f her mother’s 
kidneys. I know that my mother had no time to grieve for her mother.
I know that Barbara and Dick finished raising Mardell.
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I know Mardell allowed her horse to shit on the steps o f CSU’s president’s
house.
I know my mother protested the Vietnam War.
I know that she loved Helen and Lou, and that she cried at each o f their deaths.
I know she was accepted to Georgetown.
I know she desperately wanted children.
I do not know the depth o f my mother’s grief.
How do I write a history that I didn’t live? Do I tell the story as it has been told to 
me? Then how can the story be fully understood? How can I understand my mother 
without first filling in the details? How could she be a whole person without the details? 
Who was she before she knew me, before my memory realizes her? My mother told me 
her stories in bits and pieces. She told some to Jen as well, and together we still have 
little.
My mother’s story has become myth. The setting, the incidental actions matter 
little. The things that do not deviate from telling to telling are where the truth o f her 
existence lies. The small facts, the ones both of laughter and o f tragedy, matter most.
As a child my favorite stories were the ones about Mardell. There was a picture of 
her, one that did not hang on the wall. Mardell was beautiful, taller even than Mom. She 
wore her hair long. The smile that crossed her face is the same smile that crossed my 
mother’s, which crosses Jen’s, which I find in pictures of myself. The stories my mother
107
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
told about her sister are, I believe, the most authentic, but they are also marred by 
guilt. These are the stories that vary little when I ask others to tell them.
In my family, we only believe the parts o f stories that more than one o f us recalls. 
Our history has been revisited and revised far too many times to believe otherwise. Mom 
said that when she heard o f Mardell’s death the only sound was the crash o f the phone; 
Dad said she screamed. I do not know that Mom and Mardell blew dandelion seed for 
Jenifer, but I cannot imagine it any other way.
I know that losing Mardell was the last great tragedy o f my mother’s life.
Eighteen months later I was bom.
Barbara and Tony agreed that there would be no more children. Jenifer turned 
two. She was a bright, beautiful child, who had her mother’s strong will and her father’s 
stubbornness.
Tony took a job as a manager o f a department store chain. Tony fell from a 
ladder. A coworker grabbed Tony’s legs. Tony’s body twisted in the opposite direction. 
The fall, the twisting, did such damage that Tony became wheelchair-bound. He ate 
Percodan for the pain. Let the Percodan eat him. When Barbara found herself pregnant 
again, she ignored the doctors again. Every three days she filled a month’s prescription 
for painkillers. When the first trimester was over, she picked up Jenifer. She left Tony 
alone.
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The doctors said abort. Again, Barbara said no. Barbara missed her husband.
So, she picked up Jenifer and returned to him. She took bottles o f painkillers, flushed 
them.
“Feel the pain,” she said to Tony.
He felt the pain.
Barbara felt something wrong. She could not describe it. The doctors told her the 
worry was not real. Barbara fought them. The doctors did not listen.
Barbara called her Aunt Helen, “There is something wrong.”
“Are you sure?”
“There is something terribly wrong.”
“Two tablespoons of castor oil, a long walk.”
Barbara took three tablespoons o f castor oil, took a walk, dangerously induced her 
own labor. Tony took Barbara to the hospital and Jenifer to Aunt Helen’s.
Barbara birthed the girl child while her blood pressure climbed steadily. Though 
the baby was bom healthy, Barbara’s body struggled to let go o f life.
For three days Tony called the child The Baby. For three days Tony slept in the 
hospital’s waiting room. For three days, he held his wife’s hand. For three days, when the 
nurses watched him with his wife, they sent him to hold his daughter. He gathered me, 
six pounds in all, held me to his chest, and prayed.
Perhaps, this was the only time I knew how to comfort my father.
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Barbara’s body healed slowly. In time she took her daughter in her arms.
Together they named me Rachael adding Jane, Mardell’s middle name. Barbara was 
horrified to find that Jenifer had wet Aunt Helen’s floor. Helen was glad the family still 
had two parents.
“Barbie,” Barbara’s father still chose to call her by her childhood name. “I need 
you to go meet with my attorney.”
“Why?” Barbara still did not trust her father, and trusted his lawyer even less.
“He has some paperwork for you.”
Barbara carried her two children, six months and three years, into the lawyer’s 
office. He made her wait.
“Have a seat Barb.”
She sat.
“Your father wants you to leave Tony.”
“Excuse me?” It wasn’t news that her father wanted her to divorce. She was more 
concerned with why he’d brought his lawyer into it.
“Richard is offering you a million dollars to leave your husband.”
“No.” Barbara wondered what a million dollars would feel like, but already knew 
she didn’t like living away from her husband.
“I have a check for a quarter million right here. I just need you to sign these 
papers.”
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Barbara looked at the papers, though she had no intention o f leaving Tony. In 
front o f her she found a divorce agreement, and a second agreement, one which said she 
would never see Tony again. The baby began to cry. Barbara said nothing, took Jenifer 
by the hand, picked up the baby, and left.
From behind her, the attorney said, “If  you don’t sign them, you won’t see a
dime.”
She would tell her children later that they and their father were worth more than
money.
In a few years Dad managed to walk again. They both returned to school. He 
earned first his Bachelor’s degree, then a Master’s o f Divinity. She completed a Bachelor 
o f Christian Education and began a Bachelor o f Science in Engineering.
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Monday, November 21, 1994
On the fourth day, Mom still failed to flourish. She still failed to wake. Yet, I 
carried the hope o f the Palmer children with me. But with that hope came more fear. The 
doctors this time made it clear that when she did wake, she would spend weeks in the 
fifth-floor rehab unit.
My mother’s belief in Jenifer never wavered. Jenifer was the bright daughter, the 
daughter who succeeded at everything. Jenifer was the beautiful daughter. The daughter 
who didn’t go to Homecoming, to Winter Formal or to Prom because she didn’t want to, 
not because she did not have a date or because she didn’t know how to go about these 
social events. Jenifer was the daughter who did her own thing, who appeared to be able to 
let go of the judgment o f her peers into her own world. She worked, she acted, she 
educated herself, and outside o f her morality, my mother had no fears for my sister.
But for me my mother had fears and hopes. I was the gangly daughter, the sick 
daughter, the less bright child, the child o f little hope. I wanted to go to Homecoming, to 
Winter Formal, to Prom, and pretended that I did not. It was easier than admitting that no 
one would ever ask me, easier than trying to figure out how to avoid being socially 
awkward, easier than asking someone only to be rejected.
I took my cues from my sister, who only appeared to be able to let go o f the 
judgment of her peers. This worried my mother. For me she wanted boyfriends, a place in 
the marching band, a spouse, children, people to care for me, and perhaps it was because 
o f our differing goals for me that two weeks before my mother’s stroke, I hesitated to tell
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my mother that I had a date for Winter Formal, and why my mother’s joy in preparing 
for it did not thrill me.
I didn’t tell her the truth about the dance, a Sadie Hawkins affair. I didn’t tell her 
that I had told my friend Jessica that I would go, put out the effort o f finding a date to the 
dance, if  no one else would double with her. I failed to mention to my mother that the 
only reason I had a date had been that my friend Matt had felt sorry for me, and in seeing 
that I had to find a date had agreed to go. I didn’t tell her that it broke my heart that he 
wasn’t coming with me because I did not enthrall his thoughts the way he enthralled 
mine.
I knew my mother would want to see me in the formal we had planned to buy 
together the Friday after she had landed in the hospital, the unpurchased formal, the one I 
didn’t know how to go about buying on my own. I knew now that she would not be there 
to help me know what was pretty, what fit me right, what would make me comfortable. 
And I knew that she would want to see me and Matt on that coming night, and I knew 
that I would have to ask him if he would be comfortable walking with me to the fifth- 
floor rehab unit, through broken people, to say hello to my broken mother. I imagined her 
smiling with only one side of her face, her hand wandering to her breasts, her mouth 
slurring her words. There was a part of me, a part that I did not speak or even mumble to 
myself in my head that thought it might be easier if  she died. And when those thoughts 
tried to surface, I was sure that she would die only because I had wished it, because I was 
the selfish child.
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This was my third day out o f school. I’d always managed to miss a significant 
amount o f school. Sore throats, a year o f strep and tonsillitis, high fevers, and a general 
ability to catch everything that went around. Sometimes too, I managed to avoid the high 
school by willing a fever on. My mother didn’t let me miss a day when I was well. I 
wondered when she opened her eyes and realized that it was Monday, if  she would send 
me back. This time there were whole new reasons for my classmates to avoid me, and I 
knew that I would do nothing but cry. Who wants to sit next to the crying girl with the 
sick mother? My few friends would, but then they would have to see everyone staring at 
me and averting their eyes in turns. But if  she woke up and sent me back to school she 
would live. She wouldn’t wake up and answer the question for me. I went to the 
bathroom to cough, and spit the green fluid that had drained from my ears. I was going 
to have to leave the security o f the hospital.
“Dad?”
“What?”
“I have an ear infection.”
That is not what I had intended to say. I wanted to know if  he thought Mom was 
living or dying, but I didn’t have the words for the question. I’d already hurt her chances 
by knowing it would be hard to bring someone else to visit her, I thought I’d make it 
worse by asking if she would die.
“Make a doctor’s appointment.”
“I did.”




I still had his keys. Keys he hadn’t noticed were missing because he carried my 
mother’s and used her car.
“Dad?”
“What?”
“Did you call Nikki and Crissy?”
“Yes.”
“Are they coming?”
“There is no reason for them to be here.” I needed them; I let my father’s word be
f i n a l .
When Rick came, I did not know whether he came as elder or a friend.
“Where’s your Dad?”
“With the social worker.”
“Your sister?”
“Home with Gram, just for a little while.”
“When was the last time you ate?”
I don’t remember eating that week. I must have. But I shook my head at Rick.
“I don’t know.”
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“You and I are going to lunch.”
We ate in the cafeteria across from the gift shop. But only after I had insisted on 
telling the nurses where we were going. I didn’t want much o f anything, but Rick ordered 
me roast beef and mashed potatoes. The beef was dry and heavy in my mouth. I couldn’t 
seem to swallow it, and while Rick ate quickly, I worried that the nurses had forgotten 
where I had gone.
“You have to eat,” he told me. “Keep your strength up.”
I nodded. I didn’t respond because the tears were going to come too easily, and 
though I knew Rick, I didn’t know what to think of him. I only ate with him because I 
didn’t want to be impolite, and because I didn’t know how to say no to someone my 
parents’ age. He had two sons, one a year older and one a year younger than me. I could 
see the worry on his face wasn’t just for me. It was for me and his wife and his boys. I 
wanted to tell him that they would be fine, that bad things happened in my family and not 
in his. It sounded crazy in my head, so I didn’t say it out loud.
We sat there for a long time. Me trying to swallow dry roast beef and instant 
mashed potatoes that seemed to be made primarily of salt. Rick didn’t once tell me to be 
strong. I kept waiting for it, but he didn’t have those words for me. Instead, he told me 
things I’d heard from a lot o f other people over those days.
“Your mom means a lot to us. She made a real difference in our lives.”
“She doesn’t know that.”
“Maybe you’ll tell her for us.”
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I nodded. I was glad for something to tell my mother. Maybe she’d want to 
wake up then, knowing that she had made some people’s lives better. I knew she worried 
about that, thought she hadn’t changed the world at all.
“Not just for us. For everybody. I don’t think she knows how much we care about
her.”
I kept my head nodding. Let him say his piece.
“That getting cold?”
“Yeah, I should find Dad before he worries about me.”
“You can't spend all o f your time up there.”
“I leave sometimes.”
He let it go at that. Together we traveled back up the stairs. He and Dad spoke for 
a long time, and I tried to read the paper. Both o f their voices were too low to hear.
When Rick had left, I asked my father about the social worker.





“Is she,” I couldn’t ask him if she was going to die.
“Is she what?”
“Is she going to live?”
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“I don’t know.”
No one seemed to know, and the three of us spent our night in the habit we’d 
orchestrated, close but far away from one another.
In my family we lived in a covenant of silence. In my family we live in a code of 
silence. Though, I do not ever remember being told what was secret and what was not, I 
knew, Jenifer knew, both my parents knew, and my father’s mother, Gram, knew what 
was not to be spoken and what was to be spoken in its place. I remember my father often 
telling my sister and me that withholding the whole story was the same as telling a lie, 
but we as children learned from my parents by their example. And from an early age 
understood that there were whole truths that did not get spoken.
By the time we were sixteen and nineteen, by the year o f my mother’s stroke, we 
knew that among the unspoken words, the stories that even within the family were told 
rarely, were the stories o f my mother’s life before she married my father. We were not, 
under any circumstances to disclose her kidney failure as a teenager, or the two double 
kidney transplants that followed. We were not to acknowledge the puffmess o f Mom’s 
face, the thinness of skin, the lack of salt in her diet, the raging blood pressure, or, by late 
1994, the yellowish discoloration of her body, as anything but normal. It helped that, for 
Jen and me, these were normalcies. However, we were also aware that they were not 
normalcies in other families.
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Before taking the pastorate in Wadesville, my parents had acknowledged my 
father’s previous marriage, his two children from that marriage, his willingness to baptize 
without submersion and as early as the day of birth, and his liberal voting record, but they 
did not disclose my mother’s illness. They did not disclose to the church that her life span 
would end before I graduated from college or that there was a constant battle, fought with 
pharmaceuticals, going on in their household.
Jenifer and I did not speak these words either, and perhaps, we did not believe 
them. For Jen and me, my mother’s always-impending death seemed an empty threat. A 
useless comment in time. Even as we watched her body become feeble early, she had not 
died in so many years that any death seemed unreal.
Perhaps this too was because of the silence o f the covenant, but more, I think all 
o f these were to protect my mother from the prying eyes, our own or those o f strangers, 
that might imply that all o f our words and actions towards her were based on her illness 
and not on who she was. My mother’s greatest fear was being cared for as an invalid, of 
being seen as a disease process, and not as herself.
As with all covenants there was a consequence of breaking it that was so strong 
that it kept us in check. Rather than wandering the desert of caretakers, o f social workers, 
and o f my mother’s hatred of us for our speaking, we kept our silence. My mother’s 
stroke, unexpected and not a symptom o f her illness, forced my father to break the 
covenant, to tell her story.
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Tuesday, November 22, 1994
On the sixth day my mother came in and out o f sleep. She came in and out of 
lucidity. There was a marked difference in each of us as we came in and out o f her room. 
This was not an easy wakefulness, and, sometimes, she saw us as her family, other times 
as her enemies.
For my father’s hospice colleagues, we were a special case— their own facing 
illness and death, the inexact sciences they practiced. They knew that we slept and did 
not sleep in a room full of people who feared their own losses. They knew that there was 
no break for us in comforting others. They wanted for us a place we could go to be alone. 
It was not a long drive home, but too long a drive back to the hospital if  any change 
came.
For us they found the VIP room. The place hospital administrators slept when it 
was their own family members in ICU beds. They gave us one key and walked us to the 
oldest part o f the building. The elevator rattled as it climbed just one floor. The signs 
outside it doors directed people to administrative offices. We walked past them to an 
unmarked door. It could have been anybody’s bedroom, seemed decorated in used 
furniture, but smelled of germicide and too many deaths. It still held the overhead lights 
and shower bars of its days on the old medical-surgical unit. The shadow o f needle boxes 
and cabinetry showed on the walls, and the oxygen system and emergency pull rope 
remained intact. The room happened to look out on the roof o f admitting, and straight
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into my mother’s ICU window—a window far above her head—so that I could only 
see the end o f her, and the nurses’ station beyond it.
I didn’t like the room. The gift seemed to imply that Mom would not be coming 
home, and I was not ready to assume that she would not sleep in her own bed again. Part 
o f me wanted the assurance o f no special treatment; the other part craved lying flat. Part 
o f all o f us craved lying flat.
I didn’t want to be special. Special in those few days had been nothing but hard. 
My classmates didn’t look at me because my mother was sick. My sister looked at me 
with fear and worry, because I might be the special one, the one to graduate without a 
mother. My father wasn’t around because I was special enough to handle myself. Now, 
the other people in the waiting room knew that we were special, and got special 
treatment. Special meant bad things were coming, I was sure.
We decided to take turns in our VIP room. Though Jenifer and I had shared beds 
on and off throughout our childhood, it seemed important not to be together. Maybe Jen 
could cry there, I thought, really meaning that maybe I could cry there.
When my father turned to leave, Jenifer tore through her backpack.
“Go through this, see if you can find my pills.”
So, I tore through Jenifer’s backpack. It didn’t make sense, my mother claimed 
her anger at Jen was for not using birth control, but I knew that was what I was looking 
for. I wasn’t even sure what birth control looked like. Twenty-one and a new color, I told 
myself.
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Jenifer pushed me out o f the way. “I’ll do it,” she said, “We have to find
them.”
I didn’t want to be pushed out o f the way. She liked me enough to let me help her 
look, then she didn’t want me around any more. I pushed her back, thinking I’d betrayed 
my mother by realizing that my mother had lied to me and left Jen lonely for no 
verbalized reason.
“Brat,” Jen used her favorite term for me.
“Better than you.” I knew the statement wasn’t fair. My eyes fell, I didn’t know 
why she hated me so much, but there were her pills, part o f pile o f paper w e’d both 
shuffled in and out o f her backpack. I handed them to her.
“I hate this place.”
I wanted to say, I hate you, but I didn’t. If Jen didn’t like me, and if Mom were 
gone, it would be just Dad and me. I realized a new kind of fear, knew I didn’t know my 
father without my mother. What would he be without Mom? What would I be separate 
from Mom and Jen? 1 did not know how to comfort my sister, did not know how to be her 
friend. It occurred to me, sixteen years old and unaware, that if  we wouldn’t have found 
the pills, I could have been an aunt. Then Jenifer would have to come back to me.
I spent a lot o f time that day holding my mother’s hand while Jenifer held the 
other across the bed from me. When Mom didn’t open her eyes, Jenifer’s words 
comforted, kept rhythm, and repeated only secular things. When Mom did open her eyes, 
she focused on Jen; my words stumbled, begging her to live, saying spiritual things. I did
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not understand then, as Jenifer did, that platitudes and prayers went nowhere. Jenifer’s 
eyes told me to hush. Each o f us was sure we knew what our mother needed. Each of us, 
in our own way, asking her to stay with us, asking her to comfort us. From Jenifer I 
craved leadership, but I could not follow her. I knew Mom did not like me emulating 
Jenifer. I was sure following Jenifer’s lead would be a betrayal of our mother.
In common that day, Jenifer and I held only our shock, when we cried in front o f 
our mother and our mother said, “I’m the sick one here. You’re supposed to take care of 
me.” Our silence would not even make her happy. Mom never allowed us to treat her 
like she was ill. Didn’t she want us to need her? She’d always made it clear that we 
needed her. What more could we do than speak and hope our behavior struck her as 
appropriate?
Mom wanted to know what each tube was for. When we answered her she 
demanded to know why we had let them put it in.
“Dad,” we told her.
“He’s an idiot. Why are you letting him do this?” she said to us.
We had known too little, were made out clearly as children who would not be 
allowed to help in her living will. She chastised us as children, but when we spoke as 
adults we had no power. By noon, she fell comatose again.
I packed up my notebook, and took the grey sweater from the coat rack. I walked 
what seemed a long way to my father’s car. I sat in it, watching the sun as it moved into 
more rain clouds. First, I couldn’t remember how to drive. I seemed to have forgotten
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how to look behind me, how to avoid the mothers and babies newly released into the 
world. The key seemed to turn itself, and when I arrived at the intersection of First and 
Highway 6 6 ,1 couldn’t remember having gotten there. Then I couldn’t remember where 
the doctor’s office was, and again, not remembering how I got there, I sat in the doctor’s 
office. Not the doctor who had seen me through from the time w e’d arrived in 
Wadesville, but the doctor who was covering her vacation.
The nurse asked me how my mother was, and I told her not any better. We looked 
at each other. The nurse, among my mother’s transcription clients, didn’t know. Outside 
the room, after I explained, I heard them, an entire staff o f people who I wanted to be 
concerned with the pain in my ears, tried to process that their friend had had a stroke. 
Through the door I heard, kidneys, failure, death. Words my family had been speaking 
softly, so that even we could not hear them.
The doctor brought antibiotics in, children’s powdered doses that I was to take 
two at a time—the only samples he had. While he considered his view o f the inside of my 
ears, he asked about my mother, about her kidneys. Said, as though for all o f them, “We 
really love your Mom.”
I took the samples, and reached out my hand to his shoulder. “It’ll be all right,” I 
said. “It has always been all right.” Even I did not know what all right meant.
Again the three of us sat around the table. My father kept his legal pad in front of 
him, still trying to administrate his family. The doctors had come and gone, and we were 
alone, except for the people whose names we had learned over the proceeding five days.
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“They think that she is so toxic, she can’t be lucid. They want to do dialysis.
I ’m going to let them, one treatment, to see if she can wake up and decide if  she wants 
more.”
“All right,” Jenifer said. Her face losing its tenseness.
I nodded, but could not understand. The living will said no code, no lifesaving 
measures, no dialysis. I wanted to say no, to stop him from doing something other than 
what she asked for.
“She’s going to be pissed, so you tell her it’s my fault.” Dad said it like it could 
possibly have been the fault of either Jen or I, like somehow we didn’t get a choice in her 
code status, but did get a choice in the rest o f her treatment. Like Mom was right, we 
could somehow override our father. Dad asked if I’d taken my medicine.
Meeting over, I accidentally hit the hot chocolate button instead of the water 
button on the free drink machine. I filled the two tiny bottles, shook them, and decided 
that strawberry/chocolate flavored warm antibiotics weren’t so bad. I laughed, choked, 
and cried. We needed more people. We couldn’t do this alone.
“Dad, did you call Cristy and Nikki?”
“Yes, they’ll come if things get worse.”
“Did you talk to Sister Lita?”
“Yes.”
“Is she coming?”
“She’s been and gone.”
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There wouldn’t be any more people, I realized. Who was going to hold us up? 
What did it mean that I knew we couldn’t hold ourselves up much longer?
In the night my father took the VIP bed. Jen and I were sure he would not sleep 
otherwise. In the early morning they took my mother to dialysis, I wondered if she 
noticed that they used plastic tubes, that the tubes did not shatter, that this time she would 
not bleed across the white floor.
*
This is a story I do not tell. After we had gone from the short grains o f Colorado 
wheat, to the great height o f Indiana com, my mother was happy. With the help of 
Gram’s money and the full support of her family she opened her own business in a 
window front on Franklin Street. She and her one employee transcribed doctors’ voices 
onto tape to make money, and provided their communal technological and grammatical 
knowledge for a lower price. My mother, finally, was happy.
For Jenifer and me, though, the transition was not as easy. I could show you what 
those days in Southern Indiana consisted of. We were not the lovely foursome the church 
believed us to be. Even though we could not ignore the fish bowl we lived in, the church 
and community could choose to ignore what should have been obvious. I am inclined to 
tell the story in third person, to make it as unreal as the code that tells me to keep the 
private out of the public.
I am fourteen, and we try to keep the kitchen clean. But the butcher knife is used 
so frequently that it is most often in the dishwasher.
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In Colorado I’d grown used to riding city buses, to riding my bike anywhere I 
wanted to go. In Wadesville, however, there are two branches o f the same bank, a stop- 
and-rob, and four churches within riding distance. I am new to living in the fish bowl. 
Never before have we lived close to my father’s parishioners. I am new to being called 
P.K., pastor’s kid. In my father’s church before Wadesville, I only heard the old women 
gossip. They were harmless to the life I led six days a week.
My mother has had an ongoing fight with the gossips in Denver. I ’ve gained the 
right to wear jeans to church because someone has mentioned how horrified they would 
be if I were to wear denim in the house o f their god. Mom has been known to seat us in 
any pew that someone thinks is theirs. We sit, unmoving, even as my mother explains to 
the pew’s owner, someone who had sat in it from childhood, that they cannot own a pew. 
Mom has shared Communion with the man who is known to have AIDS; she dyed Easter 
eggs with the prostitutes because one o f them has never dyed eggs before.
In Indiana, though, my mother fights less with the gossips. We sit up front in the 
same pew on most Sundays. It is clear to me that, for my mother, the man with AIDS and 
the prostitutes are only symbols. If  they are people, my mother thinks herself better than 
they are.
This first summer I have agreed to run errands with my mother, and to visit with 
one o f the women of the church. She has a daughter my age, a beautiful daughter. I am a 
gangly thirteen. I think this is my opportunity to be one of the cool kids. This beautiful 
daughter has made it known that she is one o f the cool kids. She would not be caught
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with hair so windblown that it has tangled itself into a mess. I have. This young girl is 
not happy with her mother for making her take me to see a friend down the street. I have 
failed the test o f teenage girlhood by not being aware enough of my appearance. Neither 
girl is happy to spend the afternoon with me.
By August first, I am soaking my pillow with tears two times a day. I cannot stop 
myself from crying. I miss my best friend. I miss the bus system. I miss having some 
freedom. I miss not having to be polite and smiley to everyone.
“How do you like Indiana?”
“Indiana’s wonderful.” The last time someone asked, I said I hated it. Mom didn’t 
speak to me for days. I want Mom to be happy with me. I want to like Indiana. I lie.
Mom wants Indiana to be better than Colorado. She likes being so far from what 
remains of her own family. She likes that no one knows she is sick. She likes being the 
minister’s wife. She is important and well liked, but only if Jen and I behave. She worries 
that she and Dad may have made a poor decision, but will not acknowledge the 
possibility.
Mom finds I have already taken the math class that is offered in the eighth grade. 
She tries to make them allow me to walk across the hall to the high school to take 
algebra. The principal refuses; the superintendent refuses; she sets me up in a study hall, 
orders books from the college and decides to teach me at home. My mother’s subject is 
math. On her college transcripts she received a D in American literature, and nothing 
below an A in math. I am a smart kid. I like math. I thrive in math classrooms, learn from
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the mistakes o f my fellow students, ask questions, and, on the second or third try, I get 
it. I think this is a good idea. Mom thinks this is a good idea.
Jenifer and I take the bus on our first day of school. We sit as far apart as possible 
to show that we are not together. We do not want these new people to think that we need 
one another, believe that by distancing ourselves we will avoid making a bad impression. 
These are high social stakes. I have waited two months for my parents to decide to go 
back to Colorado. They seem to have no intention of doing so.
Our classmates easily identify us as sisters. Jenifer is simply a taller version o f 
me. When the day’s ninety degrees and ninety-five percent humidity causes school to 
release early, Jenifer and I stand as close together as we can.
“Did you see anyone who wasn’t white?” she whispers.
I can tell from her tone that we are so different from the people who surround us 
that we may have to rely on each other.
“No,” I say.
Everyone in my classes, in the hallway, in bathrooms, is white. I do not know 
how to function in an all white-school. In Denver we read stories about places like this. I 
wonder if I, white too, am a racist simply by being here. I look at Jen. I want her to be 
surer of herself, so that I can be surer of myself. We will not fit in.
They give me two lockers: one in the gym and one in the hall. I am used to 
sharing. I keep expecting them to give me a partner. I wonder who my partner will be. In 
Denver my partner and I ate lunch together.
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“When will I get a locker partner?” I ask the girl in the locker next door.
“We don’t share lockers. That would be dumb.”
“Oh,” I decide to stop asking questions.
“What kind o f place do you come from?” she wants to know.
Across the gym locker room come the words, “When did you start shaving?”
I answer honestly, “Sixth grade.” It had been a long time to wait.
“We don’t shave here until the seventh grade. You must be a slut.”
I begin to believe that I must be a slut.
Mom tutors local kids in calculus. She is patient, kind. She excels at one-on-one 
teaching. Her students’ grades increase. Her children, however, are not allowed to be 
stupid. I do not thrive in study hall. She wants me to try the problems before she shows 
me. This is how she learns best. I cannot make the problems work. The study hall proctor 
screams about the paper flying through the air, about my feet on the desk in front of me. I 
try. I feel stupid. I write letters to Debbie, my friend in Denver.
I try to do the problems in the house before my mother gets home. I try in the 
quiet, with the TV on, with a fear of my mother’s frustration. I am unsuccessful. She 
shows me how to do the problems. She gets up. I manage to forget everything before she 
sits back down. I decide I am stupid. I sleep almost constantly when I am not in school. 
She figures I am growing, lazy.
I am new to gym locker rooms. The girls around me talk about where they bought 
their underwear. Mine are cotton, white, theirs acrylic, shiny.
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“Why don’t you get some nice underwear?” they ask.
I do not have an answer for them, though it occurs to me my mother would make 
certain assumptions, want to have certain discussions, if  I showed interest in what 
covered my ass.
Harvest comes; the com goes slowly. I realize there are homes a hundred yards 
off the main road. There are roads I have not noticed before.
I try to make the mile run with my classmates. The gym teacher yells at me, “Get 
moving, Rachael” My lungs hurt, my knees hurt. I want to cry.
The first six weeks o f school end. I get my grades—nothing spectacular. I go to 
the locker room for P.E. The locker room is empty. I put on my red shorts, the white t- 
shirt. The bench makes red marks on the backs o f my legs. I ’ve waited so long. I know I 
am in the wrong place, can hear the boys’ voices on the other side o f the wall. I cry.
“Rachael, you’re supposed to be in health class,” says a classmate.
“What?”
“Health class. Second six weeks is health class for girls.”
“Oh,” I begin getting back into my school clothes.
“What is wrong with you?”
“Nothing.”
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She starts back to the door. “By the way, stay away from Matt B. Even if he 
likes you, you’re not popular enough for him.”
I can’t get the math. I sleep or write letters when I am supposed to be getting the
math.
“Rachael, you cannot possibly be that stupid,” Mom says. She thinks I am not 
trying. “Don’t you remember how we covered that three chapters ago”” She is sure I am 
not trying. “Rachael, how stupid can you be?” She is giving up on me.
I am interested in the paring knife. This is the knife I am supposed to use when 
cutting apples. For that I use the butcher knife. It’s quicker. I ’ve seen a friend’s mother 
sharpen hers; I ask Mom why we don’t sharpen ours. It’s serrated, ruined if we use a 
sharpener on it. I sit at the folding table and chair in the living room, run the knife across 
my wrists, leave marks, bleed. I am not ready to make a decision, not sure how to. No 
one notices the marks.
Why don’t I go on dates, my classmates wonder. One o f them points out that I am 
a snob, who would ask me? I am not a snob. I don’t know how to interact with them. 
Another points out that I hate everybody, think I ’m better than them. I don’t hate them. I 
do think I am better than them, but I haven’t told them that.
“Why don’t you talk?” they ask. I mumble back. I am scared to talk. Talking 
seems to make them hate me more. I want to talk to Matt B. I ’ve been warned off. He 
talks to me for a long time, then gives up.
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One of the boys breaks up with one of the girls. She digs into her wrist with a 
paper clip. She bleeds. The nurse wraps her wrist in gauze and sends her back to class.
No one has told us that lengthwise works better.
I keep experimenting with the knife. I know if  I decide this, I have to bleed 
enough that they won’t wrap my wrists in gauze and send me to school.
I tell my mother about the girl going back to class.
“So what, Rachael? She doesn’t have anything to want to die for.”
In Denver, after the girl took Tylenol and more Tylenol until she turned blue and 
died, they told us that girls who use paper clips to draw blood need help. I wonder why 
no one is helping.
Spring comes, and the people in the church are always touching me. I tell my 
mother. “Be polite,” she says. I want people to quit wrapping their arms around me.
Dad makes the church elect a new board. Everyone at school knows what has 
happened. “Why can’t your dad just be nice?” they ask me.
I have no answer.
The people of the church try to include me, want me to hang out in the vestibule 
with the church kids. They know I am sad. The old ladies want me to sit next to them. 
They want to hold my hand.
I want to be left alone.
I learn facade. I smile. I laugh. I say thank you when people insist on hugging. I 
stand at the front o f the church and shake people’s hands because it seems to make my
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father like me. I eat some o f everything at potlucks, so no one will be offended. I start 
taking three Excedrin PM at a time, four, then five.
Then in health class we have two weeks o f hunters’ education. Everyone but me 
gets a certificate at the end. I ace the test, but drop the handgun when it is passed around. 
Don’t I know that everyone gets their hunter’s education certificate in the eighth grade, 
my classmates wonder.
Summer comes. I am supposed to be excited about high school. My mother fills 
my prescription, an antihistamine later taken off the market because it kills people who 
used it with a triple antibiotic cream. I have been warned that even a slight overdose has 
caused heart attacks, so I take the whole bottle. I have made a decision.
The antihistamine does not put me to sleep. It does not hinder my ability to 
breath. It does not kill me. My mother denies the problem and refills the prescription the 
next day. She does not ask for an explanation.
I lie on the couch trying not to cry.
“You could try being happy,” Mom says as Dad flips through the channels.
I cry.
“What’s the matter with you?” My father reserves a special kind o f sarcasm for 
his children when he doesn’t like them.
“I want to die, and I can’t do it,” which was exactly the problem.
It is only a moment before all of us are standing.
“How dare you?” my mother asks.
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I remember why it is that I have not said anything to them. I remember that 
they can’t see me; they can only see the daughter they want me to be.
“You cannot do it. There’s an entire book on how to kill yourself. You want me to 
get it for you?” My father’s face has turned into a red mass.
“No,” I know anything I try will not kill me.
I want them to make me quit feeling trapped.
They yell. I sob. Jenifer is out for the evening. They yell more. They tell me what 
I know they think, repeat for me the reasons I want to die. I am an ungrateful child. A 
grateful child would be happy, would find joy in the world around her; she would not be 
desperately lonely. She would not be desperate.
“You do not know what it means to be suicidal,” this from my mother, who does, 
but refuses to see it in her own child.
“If you’re so unhappy here, then leave,” Dad’s body language always makes me 
sure he will hit, makes me sure that if  I don’t give, I’ll get pummeled. He has never hit 
me.
“How? How do I leave?” I wonder if they know I am fourteen years old.
“Oh, you want to live in this house and be unhappy. Well, tell me how to make 
you happier,” My father yells to get his way, to make the looks on my mother’s face 
change.
I answer him honestly, “You could send me to another school.” I know they 
won’t leave Wadesville. “You could send me to another church.” I have not yet begun to
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doubt my parents’ god. They don’t like that; they don’t like what that would imply to 
the church. They think I am out to ruin them.
They tell me they don’t care if I am depressed, that if  I want to live in their 
house, and where else do I have to go, I’ll smile and be the most perfect goddamn 
pastor’s kid ever. Oh, and I am to apologize to my mother.
If  anyone sleeps this night, it is Jenifer, who comes in late and nobody notices.
Dawn comes. I find my mother sitting at the kitchen table.
She says, “You still owe me an apology.”
I can’t, though. I know if I do, she will decide that things are not as bad as they 
are. I need something to change or a bottle o f something stronger.
“I won’t say I’m sorry for telling you the truth,” I am still crying.
She stands up. For the first time, I think that my mother might knock me across 
the room. She walks to the stove, leans over it, turns her head deliberately to the right.
Her arm reaches towards the knife block, a gift from Jenifer, Dad and I. That hand picks 
up the butcher knife; her body turns as she releases it overhand.
I think, knife coming towards me, that someone must have taught my mother to 
throw knives. This one lands an inch from my feet. As I lower my hands, she says, “If 
you want to kill yourself go ahead.” I look at that knife for a long time, want to use it, but 
know that my mother will stop me.
Mom walks to the living room and turns on the T.V.
“Since you’re not going to use that, go to church.”
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As I walk by her, she says, “Do you know who is dying?”
I am struck with vague fear; a fear I know should be larger. We all know that 
Mom is dying. She has always been dying from a time long before I was bom. I think she 
means my father, “Dad?”
“No, not Dad. Me, you idiot, me.”
She doesn’t attend services with us. When people ask where she is, my father tells 
them she is sick. When people ask what is wrong with me, he tells them I am catching 
what Mom has. We have always been a family o f liars.
My mother never forgave me, nor I her.
Jenifer that morning had sat in the living room waiting to go, and had not been 
able to make out what was being said. I have told this story once, to Jenifer. She asked 
why I didn’t enlist her help. I left her out of it because for once my parents were not 
yelling at her. For once they viewed her as the good child, and I did not know then that 
she could have helped me. What would Jenifer have done? She would have packed me 
into a car and checked me into a mental health unit.
These are the tears of my mother’s daughters. It is our pain that Mom did not 
express how quickly her death was coming. It is our pain that once she realized she 
would live; she no longer wanted the life she had created for herself. We could not be the 
people my mother wanted us to be, any more than D.J. could be the mother my mother 
wanted, any more than my mother could be the person she wanted to be. These tears are 
the tears o f women who gave everything except themselves to keeping their mother close
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to them. We did not give enough. We gave too much. In our struggle to find cohesion 
Jenifer and I found regret. We would have felt greater regret if  we had given more. These 
are our tears.
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Wednesday, November 23,1994
The sun rose, though, we only knew by the cycle of the clock. At ten to nine, we 
went together to visit my mother. Her skin had slackened, her face retaken the look o f an 
elderly woman. Through the hanging skin, I felt the bones o f her wrist, bones that if  I 
concentrated I could feel in my own arm. My father greeted her, and we saw her eyes try 
to lift their lids, her right cheek try to raise the comer o f her mouth. She was lighter, less 
poisoned than she had been, but no stronger. She spent the day in and out o f wakefulness, 
but never able to communicate. We were never sure she knew we were with her.
Each time I looked at my father, I could see less and less o f the man I knew. His 
eyes became glassy with held-back tears. I knew mine were no better. We had not lost 
hope, but had become less able to trust it. Jenifer and Dad and I had begun to believe that 
this was all life would ever be, this was all that life ever was. This watching the clock, 
failing to see the sun, seemed natural. I could not imagine being called on in any other 
way. We had become the professional mourners o f our own ill, our own dying, our own 
less than dead. Perhaps it was good then that Gram worked in my parents’ house to create 
a holiday of gratefulness for the next day, and that Jenifer was expected at Brian’s 
parents' for Thanksgiving dinner.
Gram called the pay phones throughout the day. Had I bought a pie? I told her 
about the filling. I ’m sure she smiled when she asked me. Didn’t I know that we used 
frozen pies in this family? I did laugh; it would have been so much easier to have bought 
one of them. Gram wanted to know how many we had been expecting. Just the four or
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five of us. Apparently the turkey, the first I ’d ever bought, was far too large. Was 
there cranberry sauce? Yes, canned. I’d put it behind the turkey in the refrigerator. What 
time would we be home on Thursday? My father’s answer: ten in the morning.
While Gram prepared the holiday, we sat waiting for the ten minute visits, and 
when it became clear that Mom would sleep through the day but remain stable, Jenifer 
took Highway Sixty-Four to Louisville, turned right on a small Kentucky state Highway 
to spend her first holiday without us.
I held my mother’s hand while she seized some more. I wiped her head, and 
watched the nurse swab out her mouth, and I missed Jenifer. I wanted her there with me. 
There was no regularity to the holiday with both Jenifer and Mom missing. I couldn’t 
understand why we were celebrating, but felt like it was necessary. I didn’t want the 
people o f the church to bring us plates from their own holiday. I didn’t want to eat in 
front of strangers that day. It seemed that if  we didn’t go home and celebrate the holiday
that we would be tempting God, or fate, or my mother into her death.
*
It is the end of a summer’s humidity. Finally, leaving the air conditioning does not imply 
being soaked in sweat. The school year has started, and Mom is on edge. She and her one 
employee are working hard toward the sale o f the business on Franklin Street. Everything 
I say pisses Mom off. Everything she says pisses me off. I am sixteen.
This is Jenifer’s first summer away from home. She has just finished her first 
semester in college.
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We all saw Jenifer’s play in the spring. She played a woman of thirty-five. The 
make-up made her look exactly like Mom. It scared me. Jenifer took an apartment with a 
friend for the summer. When she comes home, we fight. I have missed her.
She has a boyfriend now. He seems nice.
I prepare for bed, sick o f waiting for Mom to come home. Jenifer is in Lexington 
in pain. Brian offers to take her to the emergency room. She decides to wait for morning. 
In a few hours, she needs pain relief. Brian takes her to the emergency room at the 
university medical center. They ask her for insurance. She tells them she doesn’t have 
any. She gives them her Lexington address, as employment she lists student. They 
demand her permanent address. She says the one in Lexington will do. They insist she 
gives them our parent’s address.
She has a urinary tract infection. She tells the doctors this. They tell her it could 
be more serious. They ask her questions: family history, personal history, sexual history. 
She answers them. She is glad she is nineteen, has the right to privacy and does not have 
to worry about our parents’ reaction when she admits a sexual history.
The doctor’s run tests. Jenifer, they acknowledge, has urinary tract infection. The 
nurses take a needle and place it in her gluteus maximus for quick relief o f the pain, to 
allow her to empty her bladder easily. They give her painkillers, tell her that her urine 
will turn bright orange. They give her antibiotics. Brian takes her home. He stays with 
her, makes her drink water, tells her he loves her. At sixteen, I know none of this.
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Weeks pass. Mom continues to come home late from work. I am at school late. 
Dad makes dinner, eats with me. I go to bed. Mom comes home. I listen to my parents’ 
murmurs. Mom’s voice raises; Dad hushes her. I know his head is nodding toward my 
door. I wonder what they are talking about. I go to sleep.
I find Mom in the kitchen in the morning. She wears slacks and a t-shirt. She has 
not dressed for work.
“Your father and I are going to Lexington.”
“When are we leaving?” This will be good. I want to see, Jen. I miss her, but I ’m 
not admitting that to anybody. I don’t really know it myself.
“We are not leaving. You are staying here.”
“Why?” I hate being left behind. I ’ll have to spend all day in the house because 
they’re gone. Jen will get to eat out, and I ’ll be stuck with peanut butter and jelly, the TV. 
For entertainment.
“We are going to talk to your sister.”
“I can still come.”
“You are staying here.” Mom isn’t interested in my coming, “What we are going 
to talk to your sister about is none of your business.
“What’s wrong?” Now I’m worried. An unplanned trip to Kentucky and 
something that is none of my business adds up in my mind to something being wrong 
with Jen.
“Rachael, we are going to ream your sister, and you are not invited along.
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I get left at home.
This particular reaming involves my mother refusing Jenifer financial support 
based on the information Jen had given the doctors. The hospital sent the bill to my 
parents. The woman in the billing office failed to protect Jenifer’s privacy and gave Mom 
all o f the information Jenifer had given the doctors. Though Jen returned to college in the 
fall, she would be unable to afford college full time again for another five years. Jen 
came home several weekends after that. It wasn’t that my mother had refused her love, 
but that my mother would not help Jenifer or, for that matter, me if either o f us engaged 
in activity Mom thought sinful.
Mom and Dad come home. Mom appears to be crying when she opens my door.
“What’s wrong?” I could use some excitement, so I figure Jen’s dying.
“Your sister and Brian are having sex, Rachael.” Mom emphasized the word so 
that I would be clear on its sinfulness. “They’re not even using birth control.”
I look at Mom, confused. I have been pretty sure that my mother doesn’t even 
know what birth control is.
“We aren’t going to give her any more money.” My parents haven’t been giving 
her much, but my mother is no longer willing to help Jen out here and there.
I take it upon myself to hate Jen for making Mom cry and for not following the 
rules. Mom hates Jen because she has to make everything difficult. Jen cannot just act 
like Mom expects her to act. I don’t realize that that is exactly the difference between Jen 
and me. Jen is Jen. I have an exaggerated sense o f the consequences of my actions. I fear
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being myself will result in consequences. I have secrets that are different from Jen’s. I 
hold beliefs that oppose my mother’s. I hide this information from my parents. I do not 
want provoke their anger. I am whoever I’m expected to be.
The year that my mother had her stroke, she’d had to face a world in which her 
children had different values than she did. She thought she’d taught us differently, but 
what she taught us first and foremost was not to judge. I could not understand why she 
judged my sister; Jenifer would not change her behavior, her affections, or her private life 
because o f my mother’s judgment. Dad, regardless o f what he thought, always supported 
my mother first. He thought that by virtue o f being Mom’s children, Jen and I should as 
well. Mom could not see the good Brian did for Jenifer, only that she thought he had 
caused the fall o f my sister. Though, really, he had not. Jenifer and I had learned to keep 
our secrets well.
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Thursday, November 24, 1994
I felt like the seasons had changed since my outing on Tuesday, like the rainy end 
o f summer, had become harvest and then winter. The chill held on to me, even after I had 
sat next to my father and across from my grandmother that afternoon. We never held 
hands when we prayed, but, on that November Thursday, we did. Gram’s hand met my 
own across the unnecessarily refrigerated cranberry sauce. My father asked me to pray, 
but I knew my voice would waver and shook my head.
“Heavenly father,” he said, voice cracking. He thanked God for the food and the 
day, and with the word family his eyes filled up, his voice stopped. We waited, three 
people trying to find enough strength for the others, three people without enough strength 
for themselves. My father’s voice, trained in ministerial tones, whispered. He wanted 
God to do what was best, he said. But not one of us really wanted that alone. We wanted 
my mother to revive, to be strong, to live with us until there were grandchildren, and 
great grandchildren. Each of us at that table, wanted more than even my mother would 
have prayed for.
When we dropped hands, each of us was only able to utter the last syllable of our 
amens. Dad tried to lift the mashed potatoes before he stood and walked away, giving us 
all permission to gather ourselves enough to pick at the food Gram had set before us.
We sat and ate because it seemed we had to, that we could not let this one holiday 
go by without observance. After we had pretended to eat, and put away most o f the food, 
I asked to help Gram pull the rest of the meat off the carcass.
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I didn’t think we’d shown enough effort to earn returning to the hospital yet. I 
needed something to do, and at home, watching the clock did not seem enough. Gram too 
needed something to do. She’d already scoured the house. She’d already pulled 
everything out o f the closets and wiped the shelves. She’d done the laundry Mom had 
asked me to do a week before. I couldn’t make that up to my mother now. Gram went and 
handed me the dog’s orange leather leash, “Take Sandy for a walk,” she said.
Sandy lay on the couch curled in the orange and white afghan that had been 
relegated to her only because she hadn’t left it alone as a puppy. She didn’t run for the 
door when I said, “Walk?” A cocker spaniel who hadn’t lost her puppy’s energy, she 
tried to keep me from reaching for her collar by tucking the ring under her neck. A dog 
who always wanted a walk, she didn’t want to go with me. I needed to get out of the 
house, so I dragged her off the couch, clicked the leash into place and yanked her out the 
door.
My mother, in an attempt to lose the twenty pounds she’d kept after I was bom, 
figured a walk around the block at a tenth mile. If  I looped around the gravel road that 
hooked into either side of Meadow Lane it would be closer to two-tenths o f a mile. I held 
the leash tight, bunched in my hand to keep the dog close. She’d never broken to lead, 
and I knew she had enough strength to pull me over if I wasn’t careful. That day though,
I didn’t need to be careful. She lay down in front of the house. I picked her up and carried 
her to the road. She tried to pull me back to the house. I told her Gram wanted us to go
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for a walk, and we were going. It was the only walk I ever took with that dog in which 
I had to drag her instead o f her dragging me.
I wanted to pace it out, needed a little goal. Decided ten times around the whole 
loop. Each time we came near the houses that butted up against ours, the dog tried to veer 
back home. When that failed she tried to drag me through the newly cut cornfield. Water 
from that field soaked through my canvas shoes. I remembered the rain, and thought I 
might be selfish for not being thankful that day. It was a wet harvest, the water had 
lessened the worth o f the com, and the farmer had prayed fervently with gratitude 
anyway, I was sure.
I lost count o f my laps. Counting to three seemed too hard, much less to ten. Base 
ten, I thought. When I was very small I could easily count in any base by twos and threes. 
Then, I couldn’t anymore. It used to be I had to go home, I told myself. But if  I didn’t go 
home, if  I walked forever with the dog, then there could be nothing wrong. This couldn’t 
be real, life had to be something else. If I didn’t buy into the need to eat, to drink, to die, 
if  I didn’t buy into anything other than the need to walk, then that was all I would really 
need.
I kept walking, dragging the forty pounds of dog with the full length of the leash 
behind me. At the intersection she surprised me, ran ahead, caught me just off kilter 
enough to turn us toward the house. She pulled at me and whined. I told her, no. I tried to 
change our direction. As we came to the front o f the house, I saw Gram standing at the
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door. I wondered how long she had been watching, let loose the leash and knew my 
mother was dying.
“Get your keys,” Gram said. “You and your dad have to go back to the hospital.”
“Where is he?”
“In the kitchen, calling Jen.”
At least this time he and I would get that much right. Calling Jen before we went 
to the hospital. I picked up my keys off the kitchen table and watched him try again and 
again to dial.
“Thanksgiving,” he looked at me and said.
Thanksgiving, a year after we’d had to start calling more than the exchange, the 
local phone lines still jammed on Thanksgiving. He tried again.
Gram began stacking turkey plates in my hands. Her own tearing the last o f the 
meat from the carcass. We’d feed the nurses, she thought.
My father turned to me, a man with dark Italian skin, he looked ill, like he had 
once when I saw him vomit. “The nurses say she’s lucid,” his paused only because he 
could not seem to speak the words. “She wants everything removed.” She wanted them to 
quit caring for her.
My mother had invoked the living will that her hands had signed with perfect 
penmanship, knowing that she would not again be subjected to the humiliation o f being a 
patient. She had woken enough to make her own decision because my father had broken 
his word to her, and allowed her to be connected to blood cleansing, lifesaving machines.
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He was the first through the door to her room. Gram took my hand and sat us 
down. She kept her head up, and I tried to match my breathing to hers.
“She’s lucid now,” he told us, “but agitated and angry.”
She wanted to see me. Dad said that if  I couldn’t handle it, I should tell her that I 
had to go to the bathroom. They would take everything from her as soon as Dad could fill 
out some paperwork.
I wanted to hold her close to me. I wanted her to tell me that it would be all right.
I wanted her to comfort me. I wanted her to be my mother. And maybe, when she told 
Jen and me that she was the sick one, that we had to take care o f her, she’d been trying to 
tell me that I didn’t have a mother anymore, that I would be the caretaker, and she the 
feeble one. Maybe she thought her words early in the week would prepare me, and maybe 
I imagine too much.
‘Thank God, Rachael.” She spoke my name with assurance.
“Mom,” I couldn’t think o f any other words. I walked to her, picked up her hand, 
thinking she would hold mine, and maybe we could cry together.
She trapped me. She held on with a grip I hadn’t known since childhood. I didn’t 
know who sat behind her eyes. Who had so much anger that the stroke-ridden body could 
lock me into her presence? Who was so full o f hate? I didn’t know whom, but I knew my 
mother, and I knew this was she. I knew this was inescapable. Knew I would remember. 
Knew this was the strength that had given a diagnosis o f six months twenty-two years. 
This was Barbara o f the broken headed doll, Barbara o f Georgetown University, Barbara
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of beatings, Barbara who locked her mother in her room, Barbara who had raised and 
buried Mardell. This was everything my mother had never told me about herself.
‘Get me out of here.”
“I can’t.”
“Yes, you can. Pull out the tubes.”
“They’re there to help you.”
“Pull out the tubes.”
It wasn’t that I couldn’t. Most of them would have required a simple yank.
“Pull out the tubes, Rachael.”
It was that it was against procedure, against what my father had told me to do. 
“Mom, I have to go.”
“Why?”
“To the bathroom.”
“The hell you do. Your father told you to say that. Pull out the tubes.”
“No.” I choked on my own breath.
“You are my daughter, pull out the tubes. You are supposed to pull out the tubes.” 
“They will.”
“You owe me this. I lived. I raised you. What is wrong with you? Do you hate me 
so much that you will not do this for me? Pull out the tubes.”
I tried to yank away. “Mama, let go o f me.” I had never called her Mama.
And we went like that. Tubes. Let go. Tubes. Rachael. Mama. Let go.
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And she did. She finally let go and told me that I should her love more than my 
father loved her, that I, unlike him, should have pulled out the tubes. Until she said that, I 
didn’t hate her.
Mama, Mama, Mama. With my back to the bathroom wall, as much as I wanted 
to, I couldn’t vomit.
Jenifer came and Lita came. I told Lita, slowly, hoping by saying it, it wouldn’t 
have happened. She said Mom wasn’t herself, didn’t mean it. I wanted to believe her.
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Friday, November 25, 1994
All o f us wanted Mom to stay in the ICU. We said she was comfortable there, 
though really we were comfortable there. It seemed torture to move her from that room 
up two floors and into a private room with all o f her things, including the glasses she 
hadn’t worn since I brought them. She knew her nurses, and they knew her. They knew 
her well enough to allow tears to come to their own eyes.
It seemed a torture too, to take us to a regular unit where the nurses would not be 
around to protect us from Mom. Where the nurses would not be there to tell us when the 
seizures were over or to grasp our hands after Mom’s words seemed too much for us. The 
room we had been given to rest in would no longer over-look her room. I would not feel I 
was close enough to her from there. The nurses waited for a private room to open up, 
and reminded us that there would be other’s who needed the ICU bed. There would be 
people the nurses were not hindered from saving, people who wanted saving.
That morning Jen and I went to see our mother together. Jenifer wanted Mom to 
live and had spoken words to make that clear. I was angry with her for speaking the 
words, for not playing the game in which we all supported Mom’s decision no matter the 
pain it caused us. Together we entered the ICU room for the last time and took up our 
positions on the left and right o f her bed.
“Mom,” said Jenifer.
“Jenifer?”
“And Rachael,” Jenifer added.
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Mom smiled, “It is going to be OK now.”
Neither Jenifer nor I spoke. Jenifer ran her hand through Mom’s matted hair, 
touched her face. I wanted to know how to make the same gestures, to let Mom know that 
I felt as Jen did with my hands, since I forbade myself to use my voice.
“I’m going to die,” Mom uttered the words with assurance.
“No.” Jenifer was as sure as our mother.
“Jenifer, say, I am going to die.”
“No.”
I wanted to leave. This was a personal moment. How could my mother on feeling 
Jen’s hand move across her head say these things?
“Say I am going to die.”
“No.” Jenifer moved towards the door. I didn’t want her to go, then I would be 
left alone with Mom, and she would say more horrible things.
“Jenifer.” Jen turned again at Mom’s voice. “Jenifer, say I am going to die.”
Jenifer looked up. Looked my mother directly in the eye. I knew she was going to 
say it, but wanted her not to, wanted someone to fail to confirm my mother’s unavoidable 
death.
“I,” Jenifer said, “am going to die. I am going to die.” And in those words were 
Jenifer’s anger. She would not give in. And for this I was thankful. For this I am thankful.
The new room had a huge window that opened, and if the day had been sunny, it 
would have let in more light. It looked out on the steeple of the church, whose bells rang
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each Sunday. We had three days before they would ring, but I thought my mother 
would like to listen to their ringing. Maybe she would remember when I traded off with 
the other kids, ringing the bell of my father’s student church on the Eastern Plains of 
Colorado.
People unfamiliar with Mom or with us took her to her new room. Had us sit in a 
new waiting room until they settled her. There were no volunteers, no reclining chairs, no 
couches to lie across. The room discouraged sleeping, but it too had a bay o f windows, a 
place to look out of, and I was not relieved to find proof that life continued outside. When 
they told us we could go see her, we went in and held her hand for a few minutes, then 
moved ourselves back to the waiting room, glanced at the clock, expecting to be 
protected by the reality o f ICU rules.
Lita went first to my mother’s room to find us, and it was Lita who broke our 
notion that we could not be with her.
“Where’s your Dad?”
“Setting up hospice.”
“You can go to your mother.”
It seemed a strange idea; a movement towards my mother seemed nearly 
impossible.
She needs you close. She needs you to comfort her. There is only a little time.
She paused after each statement. Lita was long practiced in helping people say 
goodbye to the dying. She took me by the hand and signaled to Jenifer. “Come with me,”
154
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
she said. “There is a couch in there; you can lie down.” We went with her, and Jenifer 
sat next to Mom, and I lay down on the couch hoping to sleep soon. Hoping for some 
respite. And when we had settled ourselves, Lita went to find Dad. Perhaps to encourage 
him, perhaps to remind him of how little time there really was.
We sat like that for a while, Jenifer holding Mom’s hand, and me trying to sleep 
next to the both of them. I began pacing. Walked from the couch to the door and back 
again, lay down. Over and over again. I waited for Jen to complain, mostly so I could tell 
her to shove it. Instead she asked me to trade her places.
“Do you want to sit here for awhile?” she said. I took her place and she mine. I do 
not know whether we were vying for my mother’s hand or to move ourselves away from 
her.
Dad came in. “They’re working on admitting her to hospice. On Monday, they’ll 
try to move her home, if  she has stabilized enough to make the trip.”
I imagined taking care of Mom at home. I imagined having a bed set up in the 
living room, hanging sheets over the window because she didn’t want passing neighbors 
to see her. I knew it was selfish, but I didn’t want her to come home. I didn’t want to be 
one o f those people who experienced that. I wanted her to die in her own bed, but later 
much later.
Dad turned on the television above her head. Jen and I both grimaced. My parents 
had been fighting about the television for years. A fight my mother had finally lost, and
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we had eaten in front of the television from then on. They watched it together most 
evenings, me next to them.
“Turn it off,” Jen said.
“It’ll comfort her. She’ll think she is at home, that w e’re sitting on the couch 
together.”
I couldn’t imagine that in Mom’s rules for her death we were allowed to watch 
television. I stood up told them I had to call into work.
In the hope of Saturday, I ’d agreed to work the Friday after Thanksgiving. I 
should have called hours before to give them the chance to call someone in, but had been 
too afraid. I thought the restaurant manager would fire me; this was the second week I ’d 
called in. I thought they wouldn’t think I was responsible. I thought I was being 
irresponsible. Mom had gone to work sick or well. She never called in sick, and when I ’d 
wanted to quit the job, she had insisted that I not quit. Laziness, she’d called it. I wasn’t 
doing anything constructive I reasoned. I was simply sitting next to my mother. I could 
have worked my three-hour shift, which meant I was sure that I was being lazy.
I picked up the phone, dropped in a quarter, and got the owner, “I won’t be in.”
“Why not?” he wanted to know.
“My Mom’s unstable.”
“You should have called earlier. What about tomorrow night?”
“I’m going to need a couple weeks.”
“We might have to hire someone else between now and then.”
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“All right,” I hung up. My stomach wanted to retch. I ’d gone and lost my job. I 
couldn’t even manage to keep my job right while my mother was dying. She was going to 
be pissed. Then I remembered, it didn’t matter. She was going to be dead. She wouldn’t 
be able to say anything.
Lita came back, this time with gifts for Jen and I. Bears. She’d seen us the night 
before asleep, alone, across the room from one another. “You shouldn’t have to sleep 
alone,” she said. And I wondered in my sleeplessness how I had missed her.
We had gone from the extreme of leaving Mom alone, to the extreme of all o f us
*
being with her every moment. It was Lita who suggested that we could take turns in 
Mom’s room, in the VIP room. We were allowed respite.
Slowly that day Mom became more uncomfortable and allowed them to return 
those pieces of care that were for comfort. She allowed for the oxygen mask, so she 
would not feel like she was suffocating. She allowed for the painkillers to keep her from 
feeling too much pain; she allowed for the IV to allow for the easier entrance of the 
drugs.
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Saturday, November 26, 1994
The nurses came to weigh her and to bathe her. Jenifer and I and Dad stood 
united, they did not need to weigh a dying patient. It was too much to pull her out of the 
bed and to put her back in. To move her bruised body into a sling, to let go of her to read 
numbers, to slide her back across the bed was too much. It was vicious and sick. They did 
though, have to weigh her. They knew they were there for palliative care. They needed 
her weight to make sure they were not poisoning her, to make sure she was not being 
given an over-dose. My father gave. Jenifer glared at him. I glared at them both. I glared 
at her because she could openly protest. I glared at him because he made me feel as 
though I couldn’t.
Mom wanted the bath, though. The three o f us left her alone with the nurse. Dad 
went to rest.
Jenifer asked Mom how she was.
“I’m dying.” It wasn’t an answer. But we do not ask the dying how it is to be
dying.
Jenifer asked how she was.
“It feels good to be clean. I’d never realized how good it feels to be clean. I 
hadn’t realized how much I needed that.”
I watched my sister’s gestures of love and again envied her ability to care for our 
mother. How easily it seemed to come to her, and how poorly it came to me. I stood with
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my shoulder to the wall, and knew that neither o f them realized that I stood amongst 
them.
In choosing to die, my mother had earned herself a liquid diet. She had not 
wanted to eat when she was in the ICU, nor had they offered her food. On the fourth floor 
though, the nurse brought her a pink tray.
“What is it?”
Jenifer picked up each piece and held it to her nose. “Vegetable broth.”
Mom grimaced.
“Tea.”




She thought she’d like that.
Jenifer took the spoon and slowly broke into the first perfect square. Her hand 
guided the Jell-0 to my mother’s mouth, put it in slowly. I imagined how cool it must 
have felt in Mom’s mouth. My mother held it, let it dissolve, like Jen and I had as 
children. Swallowing seemed such an effort. She closed her eyes to do it.
“I can’t swish it.”
No, Jen shook her head and cut a smaller spoonful.
159
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
So, they went. I watched them, mother and daughter. Women who loved one 
another, trusted each other enough to let this act be one o f wonder and not o f illness. My 
sister fed my mother her last meal, and my mother was grateful. I envied them those 
moments.
We took turns sitting with Mom that night and trying to find rest in the room a 
floor below. When I left her, I wanted to return to her. When I was with her, I wanted to 
leave. When I was without her, I felt relief. When I sat by her bed, I felt comfort. I could 
not find a balance.
As the night went on, she cycled in and out o f agitation. The drugs the nurses 
brought calmed her, but she fought them each time they brought them. Insisted the shots 
were meant to kill her, threw off the oxygen mask which made it harder for her to think 
clearly, and though we wanted the calming fluid in her, each time they gave it, she fell 
into sleep for a few hours. Each time I was not sure she would wake up. Then she woke 
and asked me to hold her hand until the meds wore off, and we began again.
Gram came that morning. Those two women knew the journey they had taken up 
together was coming to an end. Mom’s eyes tried to open, to greet the second mother, the 
good mother. Perhaps, I should have watched them, learned from Gram how to let the 
dying die. I told myself only they could properly possess the moment. I left them alone 
because I could not watch their acknowledgement o f the changes that were coming.
If  those two women, mother-in-law and daughter said their goodbyes together, it 
would necessitate saying my own. Perhaps letting go of loved ones is a learned task.
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Perhaps, I knew I was learning to well too soon. I left them alone together, and never 
asked what was said, though, I think probably nothing. I think, instead, they held each 
other, and I wish it could have been the same for my mother and me.
Gram went to the house to wait for our next call.
The three o f us, Dad, Jenifer and I, chose to take that day in shifts, each o f us 
saying it was for the sake o f the others. But not one of us was any longer strong enough 
to sit with Mom all day. Not one of us was strong enough to keep our grief from the 
others. We needed the shifts to keep us from revealing what Mom had forbidden us to 
speak. We did not want her to go, and it seemed a betrayal to let the other’s know that we 
were not keeping our silence even when we were not in front o f her.
When, in the afternoon, the rain slapped the window and streaked the pane, I went 
to give Jenifer her turn at respite.
“Jen.”
“I’d like to stay for a few more minutes.”
I nodded my head, turned it toward the door.
“Stay, so I can go when I ’m ready.”
“Give me a minute.” I followed my gaze out the door. Laid my back on the 
outside wall to the room, opened my mouth long enough to realize even my screams were 
silent. It was a controlled collapse as my back slipped down the wall, until first I squatted 
then became fetal.
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I listened to Jen’s voice. Soothing. I hadn’t known how soothing my sister’s 
voice could be.
“What’s going on?” Mom’s voice held the scratch of trails hiked without sips of
water.
“Rachael’s going to come sit with you, all right?”
“That would be nice.”
I sat and listened and was glad the medication had made her less volatile. I hoped 
that when that dose wore away, she would not fight the nurse trying to give her the next 
one. I did not want her to fight, because when she fought, I could do little but leave.
I unfolded—fetal, squat, straight, chin up. I went to my sister, laid my hand on her 
shoulder.
“I’m going to lie in here for awhile.”
I nodded.
“Mom, Rachael’s going to sit with you a while.”
“I thought you were Rachael. Who are you?”
“Jenifer.” For a moment my sister and I let the tears moisten our faces. For a 
moment, it was enough to stand in each other’s presence.
Jenifer slipped Mom’s hand into mine before she let go. She lay on the couch, 
giving me the chair and the three of us breathed, eyes closed, Mom’s breaths one to our 
every two. Do not leave me, I thought, but I did not know to which one I spoke.
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“What’s going on?” This was a demand. She would be volatile by the time the 
nurses came to give her another dose.
I pushed the button; the nurse came.
“Can you give it to her early?”
“Not for another hour.”
I did not know that what I was asking would kill her.
She closed her eyes again, and though I did not want to acknowledge it, I knew 
that she was able to wake less and less frequently. I waited, watched the seconds. I 
waited for three hundred o f them to pass. My mother’s face showed her consternation. I 
could not believe she had chosen to die, and was still fearful. Didn’t she know she had 
lived a good life, that she would easily enter heaven, that the voices o f hundreds would 
remember her?
“Mom,” I said, “don’t you know how many people love you, how many people 
you’ve done good things for?”
When she didn’t respond, I knew I was safe and continued. “Mom, I love you, 
and I ’m still going to need you.” And when my voice cracked her eyes opened, her 
mouth became thin, and she glared.
“I am the one who is dying here.”
With all the sarcasm I could muster, I said, “really, no kidding.”
“Don’t you smart off to me.”
“Then don’t state the obvious.”
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“All right.” And her eyes led her back to sleep. It was good to laugh.
I held her hand and watched her, this time keeping my mouth shut. This time, 
aware that these might be the last words we spoke to each other, fear enveloped me.
More fear came, as I watched her eyes opening and closing. Watched her wanting to 
wake, and losing the battle. Watched her as, eyes closed, she tried to push off the oxygen 
mask. I knew that the lack o f oxygen would only make her worse, and stood to readjust 
it.
“Get that damn thing off of me”.
I took it off. Watched as only seconds passed before she struggled to breathe.
“I can’t breathe.”
“Mom, you have to let me put the mask back on if you want to breathe.” She let 
me replace it, and I sat and watched her until she pushed it off again.
“Get that damn thing off me.”
And so it went, with a half hour still to go. I wanted someone to come help me, 
and knew I was asking too much to take more than my fair share o f her belligerence. 
Gratefulness was easy when the nurse came in.
She tried to roll my mother’s body.
“Get your hands off o f me.” My mother tried to strike her. A feeble strike, what 
would have been expected had her words not continued to be so strong. She struggled, 
still half her body not obeying her minds desires. I watched the two women, one trying to 
help, the other refusing the gestures. The nurse took her arm, and a soft restraint.
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“Don’t you tie me up.”
I turned to leave. Couldn’t take this.
The nurse’s words came softly. “You’ll have to hold her hand.”
I did. I took her hand, and as she tried to reach for the nurse’s throat, I said 
“Mom, if you grip my hand it’ll all be OK.”
“All right.”
But she forgot quickly. “Mom, promise me you’ll grip my hand.” I felt her hold 
on tight, her thumbnail cutting the scar I ’ll carry forever. “Mom, you said you’d grip my 
hand. Grip my hand.”
The nurse rolled her, gave her the shot, fluid that moved through one more 
puncture wound. One more large bruised place. Mom, “you have to keep hold of my 
hand.” The nurse restored her bed to order, before Mom went for the mask again. “Mom, 
you promised you’d grip my hand.”
“Get a grip, Rachael.” Like that she was lucid again.
“That is exactly what I have, and what you didn’t have until a minute ago.”
This is what my father walked in on.
“She’s got you,” Dad said.
“I know,” said Mom.
This time I couldn’t laugh, but they did. My mother and father, together, they 
laughed before she closed her eyes again.
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Gram returned, and Jen came back to the room. We sat there, like we were in 
the living room at home, watching an old Western. Someone mentioned hunger. It 
confused all o f us; none of us had realized hunger. The word mentioned, we all needed to 
eat. Someone mentioned the cafeteria, and I shook my head. “It’s really bad,” I said. Dad 
mentioned he could get us into the employee’s cafeteria.
“You three can leave this hospital, you know.” The voice o f reason was Gram’s. 
We looked at each other, unsure o f how to react. But, Gram had raised her voice.
“I’d kinda like a Big Mac.” My father ate a lot o f Big Macs.
“Cheeseburger, lots o f onions.” Gram sent Jenifer and me. Said she was afraid 
that if  only one o f us went, we might wreck the car. She handed us forty dollars, and both 
o f us went somewhat unwillingly.
Jenifer and I walked into the rain. “You drive,” she said. So, we took my father’s 
car for the short jaunt down First Avenue. “I want an ice cream,” she said.
“So, have an ice cream.”
“It’s Gram’s money though.”
“She said to get what we wanted.”
Jenifer, from the words, you drive, began to sound smaller. I watched her as she 
curled her knees to her chest.
“We have to remember the onions for Gram.”
“We will.”
“Gram likes extra onions.”
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Jenifer’s voice was soft now. She couldn’t pronounce her r ’s or her t’s.
“I want a sundae.”
“O.K.”
“With nuts.”
“W e’ll get you one.”
“I can’t have the nuts though.”
“Why not?” I couldn’t tell where the stop lines were for the rain. I couldn’t watch 
the road, because I feared my sister’s change. I knew, though, that I did not know how to 
comfort her. Perhaps if  she could have this one thing, it would make up for everything 
else. Perhaps, I could make her feel better than I did.
“Because the nuts cost more,” Jenifer choked on these words, eyes filling with 
tears, nose running.
“Jen, they don’t cost more.”
Jenifer had stopped living in our mother’s death. She’d traded it for childhood. A 
fair trade. Her anxieties came from the days when we were handed cash and expected 
only to buy what we had been given permission to purchase, and to return the change. In 
the context o f our mother’s dying the purchase meant nothing. But Jenifer was living in 
the context o f our childhoods and adolescence, where the same act would have earned us 
the accusation o f dishonesty.
“It’s Gram’s money.”
“I’ll buy it for you.”
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“Really?”
“Yes.” Yes, I would have given her anything she wanted—my sister who loved 
me, and who I loved. I couldn’t give either o f us our mother, but Jenifer, I could give a 
soft serve sundae.
We walked into the shop. No line—a good thing, I don’t think we remembered 
how to handle lines, or waiting for the mundane.
I read the order. “Big Mac, 3 Cheeseburgers.”
“One with lots and lots of onions,” Jen broke in.
“And a sundae with nuts.”
“I don’t think I’m allowed to have nuts.”
“With nuts, please.”
As the young man, fifteen at most, handed us the order, Jenifer said, “One 
cheeseburger has lots and lots of onions right. Gram will be upset if  there aren’t lots and 
lots o f onions.” She said this like the young man should know who Gram was.
“Our mother is dying.” I said, by way of explanation. It was a long time before I 
would understand that the explanation for our behavior, then and later (our mother is 
dead) disturbed people, that it seemed crazier than whatever we had done.
In the car, Jen asked, “Can I eat it now?”
“Yes,” I found my sister’s soothing voice in my own.
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She sat there, next to me, eating her sundae guiltily, like she had sat next to me 
when we were children and eaten her ice cream greedily. She finished before we hit the 
hospital parking lot.
“You used to give me yours when I finished mine,” she said.
“I know, but I didn’t get one.” I thought that even this act o f comfort I couldn’t 
get right.
“If  you had one would you give it to me?”
“Yes,” I nodded my head. “Yes, Jen I would give it to you.”
“We shouldn’t bring the food into her room.” The automatic hospital doors 
transformed Jenifer. “The smell will make her sick.”
Jen’s return to her adult self did not jolt me. I knew by then that who we were 
inside of the hospital varied from who we were outside o f the hospital. My own change 
surprised me, my sudden ability to agree with her, to let her know I agreed. Perhaps we 
could unite ourselves, I thought. But Jenifer, in her transformation, lost all memory o f the 
moments we had shared crossing town.
We knocked on the door.
“Bring it in,” said my father, “we’ll have dinner together.” He really was trying to 
make things better.
“Are you sure?” Jenifer and I both shook our heads.
“There is space for everyone.”
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We unpacked the bags, each of us grabbing for our own fries, our own 
sandwiches, Gram asking about the onions. It was a moment o f complete normalcy.
The smell must have made my mother want to vomit her empty stomach. “Get 
out, all o f you,” she said, and those were the last words she ever said to me, repeated 
three times. And we did as she asked, Jen, Gram and I. My father stayed, though, and she 
let him.
When we had eaten, trying to shake being banished, we sat and hoped Dad would 
come to get us. He didn’t.
“You two need to come home and sleep in your own beds,” Gram said.
I shook my head, but Jenifer went with her.
I waited curled into one o f the chairs in the waiting room, for a few hours before I 
dared to walk back into my mother’s room. There sat my father, flipping channels, 
deciding to stop only when Mom’s face seemed to relax.
“How is she?”
“Resting, she thinks she’s at home watching T.V.”
“Did she say anything?”
Dad smiled, “She keeps asking me what it all means.”
“And?”
“And telling me that I got my Master’s o f Divinity, so I could answer that 
question. I don’t have an answer though.”
“Is she calm?”
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“She hasn’t opened her eyes for more than an hour.”
Only then did I feel safe sitting down. Dad handed me the television remote. “I 
have to go to the bathroom, be right back,” he said.
“You can go rest.”
“Not yet.”
When he returned we sat, watched Star Trek, a rerun. I was so angry that it was a 
rerun. I wanted something else to focus on. I wanted something I didn’t know to appear 
on the television, or I wanted the television off.
“Go sleep,” Dad handed me the key to our room.
“I’ll come back in a few hours.”
“Midnight, maybe.”
“Midnight.”
I walked the quiet hospital. Went down to the second floor and walked past the 
ICU Waiting room. It sat vacant, lonely. It was as though my mother had chosen to die, 
and there was no longer a need for ICU’s or for nurses to bring blankets and pillows. As 
though the other patients, the other families had been illusions meant to keep us going. 
Now, all o f the actors had gone home to their families, their regular lives, and a new set 
o f people had come to act their parts.
I was afraid in the long and empty corridors of the hospital. With each step, I was 
further from reaching Mom if she needed me. With each step, I acknowledged that I had 
to go on after she fell into the silence of the dead, just as I had to go on, to rest while she
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died. I took the elevator to the third floor. Opened the door, and looked out to where 
her bed had been. The lights were on in the ICU. There was a new patient, whose toes I 
could see through the window.
I waited for my mother to come to me. Stood there, back to the mirror, facing the 
bed. Mom, I called her. Mom, but she did not come. I thought she might be standing 
behind me, and was afraid to turn because I knew her coming to me now, would only 
mean she was calling to me to attend her death. I wanted a shower, but was afraid that if  I 
stepped into it, I would miss her visit. I called to her and hoped she would not come. 
Jumped when the phone rang.
“Hello.”
“Just making sure you made it downstairs.”
“Do you want me to come?”
“No, rest,” said my father. Perhaps he needed a connection to me as desperately 
as I needed one to him.
“I’m going to take a shower.”
“Is there soap?”
“No.”
“ItTl feel good anyway.”
It did. It felt good to let the water wash over me, to close my eyes, to pretend that 
the tears were only water droplets. I could not let my back come off the wall. I thought, 
that if  I did, I would be inviting her to die. The exhaustion had become so powerful, that I
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was not sure I could hold myself up. I let the water run until it turned cool. I let the 
water run until it poured out cold. I let the water run until I shivered so deeply that I 
could not remember if I was alive or not. Finding no towel, I dried off with a pillowcase, 
and tried to find warmth in the bed coverings.
Sleep did not come, or perhaps it came and I rejected it. Pushed it away. Instead, 
had a long conversation with the god I still believed in. My mother had told me not to 
bargain with her God, that I would loose. Instead, I asked the god of my mother, what 
kind deal she had made with him on the day that I was bom. Did she ask to live, to see 
me grow? Did she say she would not fight death the next time it came towards her? Did 
she forget to be specific? Did she fail to ask to see me grown? My mother’s god did not 
answer. I wanted a deal of my own, but had nothing to bargain with. I loved my mother, 
and found it easy to forgive her lack o f composure in her dying. I could not imagine a 
world without her. What would it mean to be a daughter alone in my father’s house? 
Would the rules, my mother’s rules, change? I wondered if he would care what my 
grades were, if  he would know how to rein me in? I wondered if I would need reining in.
I wondered, now that we had broken the code, if  we would still have to pretend that we 
were a cozy, happy, household? Would Jenifer be allowed to rejoin us, would she come 
home? I wondered and could not find answers. I watched the clock, digital, no second 
hand, and waited for midnight, for my mother to come to me, for a sign of when the 
journey we took through illness would end.
173
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.




“The first Sunday in advent, your mother’s favorite holiday.”
“I know.”
I took a chair and moved it close to Mom’s head. My father moved his hands to 
her calf, so that I could take the hand she felt.
“Rachael’s here,” he said.
She did not respond.
“She hasn’t responded in a few hours,” he said. “They’ll finish admitting her to 
hospice in the morning.”
I watched the pulse-ox monitor. Seventy percent. A few hours before that would 
have set off the alarm. I nodded my head towards it.
“They came in to give her a breathing treatment,” Dad said. “I asked them to 
lower the numbers on the alarm so it wouldn’t disturb her.”
“Did it help?”
“Yes, they’ll come again at three.”
My mother’s breath had begun to rattle, low tones, dry beans in a stapled paper
plate.
“You can go rest awhile longer.”
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“For an hour or so.”
He nodded, and I went, could not sleep, watched the digital minutes pass. I went 
to see if he had tired, and so we went until three.
“Dad?”
“Come sit.”
“Did she wake up?”
“Just for a minute. She told me she’d figured it out, what it’s about. She said it 
was so we could see all the beauty in God’s universe. Then she went back to sleep.”
I wanted to be comforted, but wasn’t. Much later it occurred to me that this was 
not attractive. My mother’s life had not held much beauty. In those moments, sitting 
across from my mother, however, I felt selfish for failing to be comforted.
“You’ve got to rest, Dad.”
He nodded, “I’ll be back at six. Call upstairs if  you don’t see me by then.”
We sat silently, my mother and I. My body slouched so that I could lay my head 
on the back of the chair. I hoped for the impossible: that she would wake, that she would 
die at home. I hoped for what seemed impossible: that she would die. That part o f the 
change would be done. I wanted to move on, I wanted the stagnancy gone. I wanted to 
breathe easily again. I wanted it to stop, and knew in wanting it, I asked for less time with 
her. I thought that by thinking the thought, I would kill her. No more one breath to my 
three, no more breathes at all. What should I ask for, how could I ask for the
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contradictory in the same breath? Who was I to know what to want? Why hadn’t 
anyone told me what to want? Lita was supposed to come that morning, late, after she 
had fulfilled the church’s requirements o f her. I wanted to ask her, but knew I wouldn’t.
I watched the man in green give her another breathing treatment, watched as he 
attached a container o f water to the oxygen.
“It’ll make her more comfortable,” he said.
And I was grateful. At least someone could make her comfortable where I 
couldn’t.
He took the pulse-ox monitor off her finger, turned off the alarm system. It 
doesn’t really matter anymore, he said, and left me alone again with my mother.
I didn’t check to see how low it had been. It seemed important to know.
That first Sunday in advent, my father returned to sit with us at five-thirty in the 
morning.
“You can tell her it is OK to go.”
I tried, found the words, even said them, but I didn’t mean them. Having said 
them, I feared that she would hear them, and go before Jenifer and Gram returned.
Having said them, I still believed, knowing it was unreasonable, I still believed that there 
was some hope o f life. Having said them, I regretted my words, wanted to take them 
back. I wanted to leave them for her to consider, and I was afraid that she would consider 
for too long, that this trial would not end soon. The idea of a few more hours, a few more
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days, even a few minutes before the end made me sure that I would disappear, turn to 
dust, before she did.
At nine, long after the sun had risen, but remained disguised by the 
thunderclouds, Jen and Gram called to say they were going to brunch. “It’s only nine,” 
said Dad. Breakfast then. They would go to breakfast.
“How long?” Dad asked the nurse.
“It’s hard to tell. Could be today; she could go until Friday.”
As much as I did not want to live in the hospital until Friday, I worried if  she 
went on that Sunday, Jen and Gram would miss her.
The nurse, a thin young woman, told us to touch her, to let her know that it was 
all right to go, to tell her we loved her.
“We have,” I said.
“You’ll have to assure her.”
How was it that a woman no more than twenty-three had to walk people through 
the deaths o f their loved ones? Even then it seemed unfair to me, but I was grateful to 
her. My father had told me to begin letting go, but I hadn’t understood that he had to too. 
It was not my permission or Jen’s or Gram’s she was waiting for, it was her husband’s.
Jenifer and Gram arrived at eleven. Provided us with the normalcy of talking 
about breakfast and asked after Lita. She would be with us as soon as she could. Why we 
wanted her with us so desperately, I do not know.
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November 2003, Fairbanks, Alaska
My mother comes to me in the night. “Rachael,” she says, “Rachael, wake up. 
Come play the bottom half of ‘Baby Elephant Walk.’”
I know that she’s been trying to wake me with the top half for more than an hour. 
Now, at eight in the morning on a Saturday, she has come to get me.
“Come play,” she says.
I roll out o f bed. I know that this is a gift from me, this moving early on my day 
off from school. I follow her into the hallway o f my adolescence, wearing the sweatpants 
and t-shirts o f ex-lovers, o f men she could neither know about nor remember. We walk 
through the living room, she in an old bathrobe, now eight years older than it ever was. 
The music in both bass and treble clefts sits on the piano that she coveted from the time I 
was bom, for sixteen years, until she bought this one, used from the music school in 
town.
She has taught me the bottom half, the half her teacher plays, had me memorize it 
because I do not read bass cleft. She says she wants to practice with top and bottom. I 
know, I’ve always known that this is the thing she wants to share with me. It is a 
Saturday morning ritual. Only this time she sits at the bass, and I at the treble. We play. 
She plays the elephant’s trunks swinging in low tones, and I, their feet stamping, in high 
tones. We play for four stanzas before I forget how to continue.
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“Don’t you remember?” she says. Her voice trembles. I spend the rest of 
Saturday trying to remember the fifth stanza, the sixth, the seventh, where the refrain 
goes. Maybe it is a dream; maybe it is a dream I pretend to have.
I used to dream, in the house in Indiana, that I was getting married. My mother 
was not there. I looked for her, expecting her to appear suddenly, a hesitant smile 
crossing her face.
But Jenifer came to me and said, “Don’t you want to know who you are 
marrying?”
I wanted to know, tried to find my shoes, stripped off my jeans, begged Jen to be 
a good sister and make me look pretty. Jenifer hurried me, and always, as the doors to the 
chapel opened, I would wake.
Once, only once, I glimpsed the man standing at the altar. I do not remember who 
he was. I wonder if I will know him when I meet him, or only as I make that short walk 
past the pews. And now, if ever I choose to make that walk, I will know enough not to 
look for my mother. I will know she is not there because the doctors signed their names 
below the words kidney failure on her death certificate. Jenifer, though, will not hurry 
me; she will make my hair fall below my shoulders, will wipe tears from my eyes, and 
her smile, hesitant, will make its way across her face. She will take my hand and walk me 
down the aisle because she has always taken my hand and walked with me. I do not 
dream that dream anymore.
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I dream my mother and my friend. They sit on the old grey couch, neither 
seeming to notice the springs poking through into their thighs. They are deep in 
discussion. She never met him but brought his letters to me from the mailbox, twice a 
week like clockwork, when I was still a girl and he wanted to know what it meant to be a 
man.
“Mama,” I say.
She does not hear me. The two of them laugh on the couch, indented where 
Jenifer stood the entire year she was two. They smile two smiles I know better than my 
own.
“Mama. Brent,” I say.
They sit no walls around them. They are a scene in the round, dark except where 
the action plays. I beg them to hear me. I scream. I soak my bed with tears.
On the thirteenth o f November 1994, Mardell, nineteen years dead by a shotgun 
wound, sat next to Mom.
“Barb, Barbara, Barbie,” she’d said.
Mom was overjoyed to see her. It had been so long since she had sat and talked 
with her sister, so long since she had dreamed her sister. When Mardell got up to leave 
Mom asked her not to, told her the night was long, said she had more to say.
“Barb,” Mardell said, “I’ll see you in a few weeks.” And on the twenty-seventh 
of November, Barb quit her breathing, and sat again with her sister. Jenifer sat next to 
me, and when I could not walk, held me up.
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In college, when I lived alone, I caught Mom watching me. I looked down, 
wanting her to go, afraid she carried the same news Mardell had. When I looked up, 
she’d be gone. Quietly, since all my words echoed into the room next door, I ’d beg her to 
come back, to talk to me, to not be dead.
I’d say to her, “What about me?” and close my eyes hoping sleep would bring 
her, lucid to me. Mardell had come to her, why couldn’t she come to me?
I dream my mother alive in my house in Fairbanks, Alaska. I tell her about the 
south facing windows, and the moose I’ve named because I am less an Alaskan than a 
transplant. I tell her I worry when I don’t see the calf, that the calf is probably big enough 
to leave her mother in the spring. Mom watches me, says nothing. She stands, still 
making me aware of how much larger she is than me. I still do not have the words to 
keep her close. Mom always leaves through my bedroom door, as though it leads outside. 
I ask her not to go. She says nothing. When I wake, I recall that she is dead-gone for 
nine years now. I cannot breathe; my belly hurts like I ’ve been kicked just below my ribs. 
The first sob reaches for my vocal cords before I recall that I am strong without her, 
before I recall nine years make it impossible for her to know me. I get up to go about my 
day.
I do not dream my mother. I make my way through the night with the living. I 
dream writing papers, teaching the wrong classroom of students, a tri-color northern 
lights. I fall asleep watching the stars through the window and listening to the wind 
chimes of the woman, a mother, who lives below me. They are unpleasant dreams of me
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working through a day of awkward moments, fixing them in my sleep, so that I will 
not care much in the morning. I no longer dream Indiana or Colorado. In my dreams my 
mother has less and less power. I am now transfixed either with white ground on dark sky 
or a sun that fails to set but gives the impression o f dusk. Though occasionally I want to 
share the sunrise with her, I do not seek her presence out. Still she bothers me.
“What are you doing?” she says.
“Writing” I know this will be a fight.
“That’s not what I meant.”
“I know,” I say. “Let it go.”
“I am your mother.”
“And it is you that I am writing about.”
“You didn’t ask me.” She is right, I didn’t.
“What didn’t I ask you?”
“If you could write about me.”
And on the road, on the first ice o f winter, I remind her that she is dead, that she 
has no voice.
“You can hear me.”
I can, well enough not to watch the road and spin the car. Her voice is quiet 
enough for me to choose to stop in a driveway rather than in a ditch.
“Jesus Christ, Mom,” I say, banishing her, pushing her away even when the 
pavement dries.
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But in the day, when I am waking, I see her to beckoning me. 
“Sit down,” she says. “Play the bottom half.”
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